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Striptease as getai entertainment in 1950s Singapore continues to fire 
popular imagination today, but has yet to receive much academic attention. This 
thesis examines the public controversy that striptease evoked, shedding light on the 
politics of culture in the postwar period. In light of recent debates over Crazy Horse 
Paris, the topless cabaret show, and the casinos, the study of how a popular, risqué 
entertainment transforms into a contested terrain retains contemporary relevance, 
and provides a historical dimension to the contemporary debates.    
 
The development of getai, a popular, commercial, urban entertainment, 
reflects Singapore’s historical trajectory as a colonial port city. Concomitantly, the 
liberalization of sexual attitudes in postwar Singapore, compounded with intense 
inter-getai rivalry, resulted in the gradual eroticization of getai entertainment, which 
culminated in the emergence of striptease.  
 
This thesis utilizes English newspapers and Chinese mosquito press, which 
were the main platforms for public debates over striptease. The debates occurred in 
multiple discursive spheres concurrently, engaging different participants, who 
evinced wide-ranging reactions towards striptease. As the debates conflated with 
ongoing discourses on femininity, yellow culture, decolonization and independence, 
striptease escalated from a popular entertainment to a national agenda. Ultimately, 
striptease as getai entertainment came to an end as the demands of cultural nation-
building entailed the overhaul of popular culture. Thus, the striptease controversy 
serves as a prism through which the socio-cultural and political pluralities of postwar 
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 Introduction  
*** 
 
“I said, 'Let it go'. So they said, 'No, we must stop this, stop that'. I said, 'You either go 
with the world and be part of the world, or you will find that we become a quaint, a 
quixotic, esoteric appendage of the world'’”. 
 
Lee Kuan Yew on ministerial opposition 
to the introduction of Crazy Horse Paris 
into Singapore.1  
 
When plans to bring the world-renowned Crazy Horse Paris to Singapore were 
announced in 2005, the public went into a tizzy. Letters poured in to the press berating the 
“pornographic” and “crass” show, while others applauded it as a step forward from Singapore’s 
morally-conservative and sterile image.2 The People’s Action Party (PAP) government’s move to 
allow a topless show has sparked scholarly interest, with most attributing it to efforts in 
revitalising the arts scene and boosting tourism.3 Echoing the explanation that economic 
imperatives were the main driving force, Laurence Leong interprets the move as catering to 
“consumerist demand for sex”.4 Terence Chong contrasts this to the 1959 clampdown on 
striptease, pornography, and jukeboxes, postulating that the PAP government has evolved from 
one that was preoccupied with the nation’s moral and ethical well-being, to one that prioritises 
financial interests.5 Unbeknown to many, the public frenzy over Crazy Horse Paris echoed that in 
                                                 
1 The Straits Times (henceforth ST), 23 April 2007, H5. 
2 Today, 7 December 2005, pg.24; Today, 3 December 2005, pg.8; ST, 25 May 2005. 
3 Hing Ai Yun, “Evolving Singapore: the creative city”, in Creative Cities, Cultural Clusters and Local 
Economic Development, ed. Philip Cooke and Luciana Lazzeretti (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2008), 
pp.313-337; Ooi Can-Seng, “Creative industries and tourism in Singapore”, in Tourism, Creativity and 
Development, ed. Greg Richards and Julie Wilson (Milton Park: Routledge, 2007), pp.240-252. 
4 Laurence Leong Wai Teng, “Sexual governance and the politics of sex in Singapore”, in Management of 
Success: Singapore Revisited, ed. Terence Chong (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2010), 
pg.584. 
5 Terence Chong, “Filling the Moral Void: The Christian Right in Singapore”, Journal of Contemporary Asia, 
41, 4 (November 2011), pp.566-583. 
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the 1950s, which were over even more risqué, prolific and commonplace striptease shows at the 
getai. In brief, 1950s getai is an informal, popular entertainment where patrons could enjoy 
songs, sketches, and dances while enjoying light refreshments. This thesis investigates the rise 
and fall of striptease, which contextualises the PAP government’s seemingly backpedalling of 
stances. 
While recent scholarship has excavated the socio-political pluralities subsumed by the 
PAP-driven narrative, the paradigm shift does not shed light on the ‘disreputable’. Some even 
perpetuate the vilification of the ‘disreputable’. Hong Lysa and Quah Sy Ren attempt to give 
Chinese middle school student activists their due by examining the latter’s perspectives and 
ideals. Both explicate the students’ theatrical and literary activities during the anti-yellow 
culture campaign, which targeted “pornographic cultural products” and “sexy songs and dance 
performances”. 6 These reductive descriptions however belie questions of how, and why 
striptease was targeted or labelled ‘yellow’ in the first place. Likewise, anthropologist Yao 
Souchou debunks the myth of Nanyang University (Nantah) as a communist hotbed, positing 
that Chinese socio-cultural interests, such as the fear of Western-inspired, ‘yellow’ culture, 
motivated Nantah students instead. In fact, the PAP took its cue from Nantah students in 
defining Malayan identity against a Western Other; a blitz was launched against Western 
culture’s “moral decadence” in 1959, where “secret societies, striptease shows, pin-table salons 
and decadent songs” were persecuted.7 Categorising striptease as decadent Western culture 
                                                 
6 Hong Lysa, “‘Facts’ from Fiction: The histories in He Jin’s stories”, in The May 13th Generation: The 
Chinese middle schools student movement and Singapore politics in the 1950s, ed. Tan Jing Quee, Tan Kok 
Chiang and Hong Lysa (Petaling Jaya: Strategic Information and Research Development Centre, 2011), 
pg.315; Quah Sy Ren, “Student theatre activism in Singapore in the 1950s”, in The May 13th Generation: 
The Chinese middle schools student movement and Singapore politics in the 1950s, ed. Tan Jing Quee, Tan 
Kok Chiang and Hong Lysa (Petaling Jaya: Strategic Information and Research Development Centre, 2011), 
pg.297. 
7 Yao Souchou, Singapore: The State and the Culture of Excess (Oxon: Routledge, 2007), pg.55. 
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here obfuscates its realities as a popular entertainment, while neglecting the scapegoating 
process that propelled striptease to national agenda.  
A defining episode in the 1950s striptease narrative was the public frenzy it evoked. 
Largely mediated by print media, public reactions to striptease were vacillating and 
contradictory, but nonetheless brought the threat of striptease to the fore. Despite originating 
from local entertainment, striptease was ultimately banned as a malevolent influence to cultural 
nation-building. These contestations over striptease can be explained by ‘moral panic’, which 
refers to the eruption of widespread public alarm towards the perceived threat of a community, 
incident or phenomenon, which is disproportionate to the latter’s danger in reality.8 When 
designating striptease as a social problem, the public engaged in claims-making, or making 
“assertions of grievances” about a given condition. These claims collectively define and 
aggrandize striptease’s perceived dangers.9  
To understand striptease’s spiralling to public enemy, finally leading to its eventual 
demise, it is thereby imperative to investigate the claims posited and their cumulative effect on 
the entertainment. Rather than examining striptease through the eyes of historical characters, 
this thesis examines how the spectre of striptease was manufactured, reinforced and 
exacerbated. Thus, it is least representative of the innermost thoughts and socio-political worlds 
of the different pressure groups involved. This herculean task shall be reserved for another time 
and place, especially when sources are more readily available.  
This thesis is ordered chronologically and thematically to facilitate the charting of 1950s 
striptease’s development trajectory. Chapter 1 foregrounds striptease’s emergence at the getai 
                                                 
8 Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics: The Creation of the Mods and Rockers (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2011), pp.xxxiii-1. The author likes to thank Dr Terence Chong for his advice on moral panics. 
9 Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda, Moral panics: the social construction of deviance (Chichester, 
U.K. ; Malden, MA : Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), pp.153-154, 166-167. 
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stage by providing historical background on the getai scene. Chapter 2 explains striptease’s 
emergence, which resulted from changing getai business practices and the increasing visibility of 
sexually-assertive women. Striptease was clearly an organic product of modernity and 
urbanisation in post-war Singapore.  
Under an age where morality was inextricably tied to political legitimacy, striptease 
evolved into a platform for the articulation of various agendas, thus ironically heralding its 
decline. Chapter 3 examines the initial reactions towards striptease, which centred on 
delegitimising striptease as entertainment, and the stereotyping of strippers. However, 
striptease engendered much controversy due to its broader socio-moral implications, and these 
constitute the chapter’s second focus. The cultural and morality debates in post-war Singapore 
were inextricable from the politics of nation-building and decolonisation, and the diversity 
observed in striptease’s initial reception soon converged under the anti-colonialist and 
nationalist banner. Chapter 4 thus explicates how striptease finally elevated to a matter of 
national import, as various political actors jockeying for power hijacked the controversy.  
 
Literature review   
Notwithstanding the many forms of erotic dancing, striptease is essentially a 
performance that entails a performer undressing provocatively in front of an audience. Its 
permissibility varies among contexts, constantly treading the tightrope between entertainment 
and pornography. Although substantial, literature on erotic performances in Western societies 
tends to focus on the dancer or performance itself, than its position in the wider social context. 
Literary theorist Roland Barthes concluded that a system of ideas and signs underpins Parisian 
striptease’s appeal, whereas Sherill Dodds and Dahlia Schweitzer similarly demystified the 
‘construction of eroticism’ by analysing striptease’s constituent aspects, including the power 
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distribution, choreography and physical setting.10 These interpretations treat striptease as a text 
with universal, static meanings, which not only runs the risk of anachronism, but also does not 
account for the change in meanings that underpinned 1950s striptease’s evolution from 
commercial entertainment into public enemy. The 1980s feminist turn saw a corresponding 
increase in feminist readings of striptease, for instance Jacki Willson’s contention that striptease 
empowered female strippers, who were becoming “more conscious of their image and the 
power of their bodies as spectacle”.11 Similarly attempting to reclaim the strippers’ voices is 
ethnographical fieldwork on the striptease industry, which portrays strippers as victims of 
exploitation and oppression.12. Although strippers in 1950s Singapore did not suffer the 
economic exploitation detailed in ethnographical fieldwork, they were certainly not empowered 
by their performance, but became representative of the striptease spectre. While the strippers’ 
rehabilitation is secondary here, the thesis at least illumines the stereotyping that strippers 
underwent, thus calling to question their connotations of ‘yellow’ culture that have been 
undisputed in revisionist literature on post-war Singapore.  
As this study treats striptease as entertainment rather than performance text, John 
Storey’s understanding of popular culture as an arena of “exchange and negotiation” between 
the forces of “resistance and incorporation” is instructive. Instead of possessing inherent 
meanings, a cultural text is selectively appropriated, interpreted and imbued with meanings by 
heterogeneous groups. As groups struggled to bring their ideologies to bear on the same text, it 
                                                 
10 Sherril Dodds, “Dance and erotica: the construction of the female stripper”, in Dance in the City, ed. 
Helen Thomas (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1997), pp.218-233; Dahlia Schweitzer, “Striptease: The Art of 
Spectacle and Transgression”, Journal of Popular Culture, 34,1 (2000), pg.66. 
11 Jacki Willson, The Happy Stripper: Pleasures and Politics of the New Burlesque (London: I.B. Tauris, 
2008), pg.6. 
12 Studies that belong to this trend include Wendy Chapkis, Live Sex Acts: Women Performing Erotic Labor 
(New York: Routledge, 1997); Katherine Frank, G-Strings and Sympathy: Strip Club Regulars and Male 
Desire (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002). 
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becomes a site where power relationships between the dominant and subordinate played out.13 
Given that a cultural form’s meanings are provisional and contingent on the context, the shifting 
interpretations of striptease must be situated within their corresponding socio-political milieu.14 
Andrea Friedman concurs with the need to contextualise in her study of the 1930s New York 
anti-obscenity campaigns. What was undesirable was not universal, but determined by 
negotiation among groups with vested interests, a process that mirrored and was shaped by 
ongoing social tensions.15 Further illumining how this contestation of subjective interpretations 
escalated striptease from commercial entertainment to national agenda, Stuart Hall et al. assert 
a ‘signification spiral’ occurs when connections between a given issue and other concerns are 
drawn, which intensifies the former’s potential dangers. As concern over the issue heightens, 
predictions of severe repercussions should no remedial action be taken are made, which 
effectively amplifies the issue’s threat.16 The conflation is facilitated when the problems that the 
issue are mapped onto, are pre-established and deep-seated.17 Evidently, the negotiations of 
striptease’s meaning must be located within the prevailing discourses of 1950s Singapore.  
Straddling entertainment and sex, striptease falls within the blind-spots of local 
scholarship on popular culture and commercialised sex. Sexual representations in cultural 
productions have largely been identified as acts of anti-state resistance instead of blatant 
commercialization of sex. Terence Chong and William Peterson investigate how representations 
                                                 
13 John Storey, Cultural Theory and Popular Culture: An Introduction (New York: Pearson Education, 2006), 
pp.10-11; John Storey, Culture and Power in Cultural Studies: The Politics of Signification (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2010), pp.49-52. 
14 Stuart Hall, “Notes on Deconstructing ‘the Popular’”, in Popular Culture: A Reader, ed. Raiford Guins and 
Omayra Zaragoza Cruz (London: Sage, 2005), pp.70-71. 
15 Andrea Friedman, “‘The  Habitats  of  Sex-Crazed  Perverts’: Campaigns  against  Burlesque  in 
Depression-Era New  York  City”, Journal of the History of Sexuality, 7,2 (October 1996), pp.203-238. 
16 Stuart Hall [et al], Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State, and Law and Order (London: Macmillan, 1978), 
pp.77 & 223. 
17 Kenneth Thompson, Moral panics (London; New York: Routledge, 1998), pp.18-19. 
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of sexuality in English-language theatre served as oblique social commentaries.18 Rather than 
deployed as an expression of defiance in a middlebrow entertainment form from the onset, sex 
in 1950s striptease was commodified for mass consumption, and only became politicized after 
the signification spiral process. On the other hand, literature on commercialized sex is devoted 
to sociological and political analysis on government censorship of the media and Internet, as 
well as sex trafficking; hence, they are similarly unhelpful in assessing the historical context and 
complexities of the striptease debates. These observations highlight a lacunae in the study of 
risqué, popular entertainment in Singapore, which this thesis will address. 
Despite burgeoning literature on pre-war and post-independence popular culture, 1950s 
entertainment remains overlooked, perhaps overshadowed by the wider political tumult.19 
Reviewing leisure historiography, Peter Bailey argues that entertainment has been an important 
“interpretative category” for a host of academic topics, ranging from class relations to the 
articulation of one’s identity.20 It functions as a barometer to the socio-cultural undercurrents, 
leading to fuller and textured readings of a historical period. This is aptly demonstrated in Frank 
Mort’s study of the Windmill Theatre and Revuebar in London, which challenges the over-
                                                 
18 William Peterson, Theatre and the Politics of Culture in Contemporary Singapore (Middletown: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2001); Terence Chong, The Theatre and the State in Singapore: Orthodoxy and 
Resistance (New York: Routledge, 2011). 
19 Works that examines popular culture in post-independence Singapore include Chua Beng Huat, 
Structure, Audience, and Soft Power in East Asian Pop Culture (Hong Kong: HKU Press, 2012); Chye Phua 
Siew and Lily Kong, “Ideology, Social Commentary and Resistance in Popular Music: A Case Study of 
Singapore”, Journal of Popular Culture, 30,1 (Sumer 1996), pp.215-231; Lily Kong , “Music and moral 
geographies: Constructions of ‘nation’ and identity in Singapore”, GeoJournal, 65,1-2 (February 2006), 
pp.103-111. 
For studies on popular culture in pre-WWII Singapore, see: Timothy P. Barnard, “Film Melayu: 
Nationalism, modernity and film in a pre-World War Two Malay magazine”, JSEAS., 41,1 (February 2010), 
pp.47-70; Wong Yunn Chii and Tan Kar Lin, “Emergence of a cosmopolitan space for culture and 
consumption: the new world amusement park‐Singapore (1923–70) in the inter‐war years”, Inter-Asia 
Cultural Studies, 5,2 (2004), pp.279-304; Chua Ai Lin, “‘The Modern Magic Carpet’: Wireless radio in 
interwar colonial Singapore”, Modern Asian Studies, 46,1 (January 2012) pp.167–191. 
20 Peter Bailey, “The politics and poetics of modern British Leisure: A late twentieth-century review”, 
Rethinking History, 3,2 (1999), pg. 159. 
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generalised narrative of post-war British sexual liberalisation, positing longer-term 
developments in institutional control, understandings of femininity and national culture.21 
Although scholars noted an “entertainment boom” under the post-war “cultural renaissance”, 
which arose from the British rebuilding of Malaya, most did not expand their observations on 
popular entertainment.22 Studying cultural practices independently from its immediate political 
context, Yung Sai Shing and Chan Kwok-bun’s survey of the longue durée patterns underpinning 
Chinese entertainment is one of the few works that details the 1950s entertainment scene. The 
survey postulates a shift from communal, festive celebrations to a privatised, ‘consumptive 
recreation’.23 While useful in understanding the long-term forces of capitalism, urbanisation and 
modernity that enabled striptease’s rise as popular entertainment, the survey does not 
reconcile the individualisation of leisure with the contestations of power amidst the flowering 
post-war public sphere, where social groups endeavoured to go beyond traditional fields to 
dictate the norms of others, including entertainment consumption.24 It also overlooks the 
independence struggle’s pervasive influence on cultural production and consumption, evident in 
how Malay activists in the film industry used Malay film, the primary leisure activity, to promote 
ethnic nationalism.25 In fact, this thesis argues that the story of 1950s striptease can be 
explained by this clash of hegenomical and individualising forces on popular culture.  
                                                 
21 Frank Mort, “Striptease: the erotic female body and live sexual entertainment in mid-twentieth-century 
London”, Social History, 32,1 (January 2007), pp.29-30. 
22 Mark Ravinder Frost and Yu-Mei Balasingamchow, Singapore: A Biography (Singapore: National 
Museum of Singapore, 2009), pp.340-343; Timothy Harper, The End of Empire and the Making of Malaya 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp.72-73, 284-285. 
23 Chan Kwok-bun and Yung Sai-shing, “Chinese Entertainment, Ethnicity, and Pleasure”, Visual 
Anthropology, 18,2-3 (2005), pg.135; Chandra Mukerji and Michael Schudson, “Introduction: Rethinking 
popular culture”, in Rethinking Popular Culture: Contemporary Perspectives in Cultural Studies, ed. 
Chandra Mukerji and Michael Schudson (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), pp.1-62. 
24 Terence Chong, “Re-thinking Moral Panic with Bourdieu: Critical Conceptions for Southeast Asia”. 
Working Paper, (July 2012), pg.11. 
25 See Timothy P. Barnard, “Decolonization and the nation in Malay film, 1955-1965”, South East Asia 
Research, 17, 1 (March 2009), pp.65-86; Timothy P. Barnard and Jan van der Putten, “Malay Cosmopolitan 
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Studies that move beyond the performance to elaborate on striptease’s critical 
reception emphasise the state’s regulatory role.26 Indeed, colonial regulation curbed striptease’s 
growth, whereas the PAP government’s ban was the final blow that confirmed striptease’s 
demise. While ruling elites wielded policing powers, social groups were however primarily 
responsible for highlighting striptease as an issue and pressuring for action. Brenda Assael’s 
study of tableau vivant in 1890s London is thus useful for understanding the half-hearted 
colonial response towards striptease, which opened up space for pressure groups to compete 
on moral grounds. Concluding that “official action” fell behind the “voluntary activism of moral 
vigilance”, she notes how officials hesitated to intervene in the private consumption of 
entertainment, and also had cater to commercial interests.27   
Social groups from the middle stratum of society thereby take center-stage in the 
controversy over striptease. A leitmotif in literature on the contestations over post-
independence popular culture is the government’s hegemony.28 Conversely, post-war political 
elites not only drove, but were also driven by stirrings on the ground. The colonial experiment 
with liberal-democracy resulted in a brief period of liberalization or ‘Malayan Spring’, which saw 
the efflorescence of mass politics and widening of the public sphere.29  In the words of Michael 
                                                 
Activism in Post War Singapore”, in Paths Not Taken: Political Pluralism in Post-war Singapore, ed. Michael 
Barr and Carl A. Trocki (Singapore: NUS Press, 2008), pp.132-152. 
26 See Frank Mort, “Striptease: the erotic female body and live sexual entertainment in mid-twentieth-
century London”, Social History, 32,1 (January 2007), pp.27-53; Larry Gragg, “‘A Big Step to Oblivion for 
Las Vegas?’ The ‘Battle of the Bare Bosoms,’ 1957–59”, The Journal of Popular Culture, 43,5 (October 
2010), pp.1004–1022. 
27 Brenda Assael, “Art or Indecency? Tableaux Vivants on the London Stage and the Failure of Late 
Victorian Moral Reform”, Journal of British Studies, 45,4 (October 2006), pp.745. Tableaux Vivant refers to 
a carefully-composed display of actors posing stationary, usually in imitation of a renowned painting. 
28 Works that mention the PAP’s hegemony include Chye and Kong, “Ideology, Social Commentary and 
Resistance”, pp.215-231; Kenneth Paul Tan, Cinema and Television in Singapore: Resistance in One 
Dimension (Boston: Brill, 2008). 
29 Harper, End of empire, pp.30&50. For more on the expansion of the post-war public sphere, see Loh 
Kah Seng, Edgar Liao, Lim Cheng Tju and Seng Guo Quan, The University Socialist Club and the Contest for 
Malaya: Tangled Strands of Modernity (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012). 
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Barr and Carl Trocki, it was an unprecedented “ferment of ideologies, priorities, perspectives 
and social visions”.30 Considering the laissez-faire colonial attitudes towards striptease, the 
moral outrage was not ‘elite-engineered’, where ruling elites employ moral panics to “obfuscate 
dominant ideological interests”.31 It was instead driven by feminists, journalists, Chinese 
intellectuals and student activities, thereby adhering to the ‘interest groups’ model, where 
middle-status groups were responsible for directing public attention and giving voice to latent 
social tensions.32 The formidability of religious and feminist moral reformers as pressure groups 
has likewise been highlighted in works on the regulation of erotic entertainment.33 Under the 
new political landscape, the ability for mass mobilization became indispensable in the battle for 
supremacy. With moral and cultural legitimacy becoming critical leverage in mass politics, public 
discussions over striptease were displaced onto the realm of formal politics. Thus, the outrage 
over striptease was appropriated by the elites – the colonialists and subsequent PAP 
government – for their own purposes.  
 
Methodology and Sources 
 Studying ‘history from below’ is often problematic due to the scarcity of sources that 
captures the non-elites’ perspectives. This problem is even more apparent when researching 
risqué entertainment. Notwithstanding their value to living history, oral history interviews have 
limited applicability here, as the collection at the National Archives of Singapore (NAS) and those 
conducted personally prove reticent on the subject of striptease, while no interview of any 
                                                 
30 Michael Barr and Carl A. Trocki, “Introduction”, in Paths Not Taken: Political Pluralism in Post-war 
Singapore, ed. Michael Barr and Carl A. Trocki (Singapore: NUS Press, 2008), pg.7. 
31 Thompson, Moral panics, pg.15. 
32 Goode and Ben-Yehuda, Moral panics, pp.67 & 69. 
33 Leigh Ann Wheeler, Against Obscenity: Reform and the Politics of Womanhood in America, 1873-1935 
(Baltimore: JHU Press, 2004); Neil Miller, Banned in Boston: The Watch and Ward Society's Crusade 
against Books, Burlesque, and the Social Evil (Boston: Beacon Press, 2011). 
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known stripper made it to the NAS collection. Oral interviews thus play a supplementary role 
when reconstructing the striptease scene and its public reception. Their main contribution lies in 
teasing out the getai artistes’ perspectives beyond that compiled by Wang Zhen Chun in 新加坡
歌台史话 (The history of Singapore getai).34 There is also a lack of audio-visual recordings of 
striptease, but this thesis is minimally affected as it does not study striptease as performative 
texts.  
The key primary records are found in the newspapers, which served as the main outlet 
for public exchanges over striptease. The Chinese mosquito press (小报) in particular is a 
treasure trove of material on the experiences of the Chinese masses beyond student activists or 
intellectuals. Even though Saparudin demonstrated the value of Malay entertainment and 
tabloid publications in examining Malay everyday life, the Chinese mosquito press remains 
under-utilized as an academic source.35 While Thum Ping Tjin champions the vernacular press’s 
importance in supplementing a historiography dominated by English language sources, his 
arguments are grounded in mainstream newspapers rather than the mosquito press.36 
Nonetheless, mainstream Chinese papers were formal in style and content, reporting on 
economic and political matters of import instead of tabloid news, which updates on the 
striptease scene fell under. In the case of Nanyang Siang Pau, an established daily, these were 
reserved for its evening and weekend supplements, Nanfang Wanbao and Saturday 
respectively. Researchers may have been daunted by the inaccessibility of mosquito papers, 
many of which were banned, or have incomplete issues. Mosquito papers were also published 
                                                 
34 Wang Zhen Chun, 新加坡歌台史话 [The history of Singapore getai] (Singapore: 新加坡青年书局, 
2006). 
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Dream” (M.A. Thesis, NUS, 2006). 
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inconsistently, with some ceasing publication after a few issues. Crucially, academic disregard 
for popular culture is mirrored in the institutional non-preservation of popular materials. Public 
storage facilitates, such as libraries and archives, work with a limited budget, and are forced to 
select material that best serves the community’s research interests, to which popular material is 
secondary.37 Although Patricia Lim notes an array of mosquito papers in circulation during the 
1950s, only a fraction are preserved.38 These are kept at the National Library and the National 
University of Singapore (NUS) Central Library, albeit in microfilm form, and the librarians kindly 
granted permission to materials that are uncatalogued or inaccessible to the public.  
Notwithstanding the barriers of access, this thesis aims to provide a taste of the 
mosquito press’s unchartered possibilities. Mosquito papers such as Ye Deng, Xinli Bao, 
Shenghuo Bao and Tie Bao were characterized by sensationalism and gossip. While existent 
prior the war, the mosquito press was bolstered by the thriving 1950s getai scene, with which it 
shared a symbiotic relationship. Getai provided ample tabloid material for the mosquito press in 
exchange for free publicity. It is thus no coincidence that the labourers and rural masses, who 
were the bulk of getai audience, constituted the majority of the mosquito papers’ readers. 
Meanwhile, twenty-five percent of the readers were female entertainers who relied on the 
newspapers for publicity.39 Thus, the mosquito press’s importance is two-fold; it is an 
indispensable source when studying striptease as getai entertainment, a seemingly unfeasible 
                                                 
37 For arguments for the institutional need to preserve popular culture materials, see Barbara B. Moran, 
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Popular Culture and Acquisitions, ed. Allen W. Ellis (New York: Haworth Press, 1992), pp.3-12.  
38 Patricia Lim Pui Huen, Newspapers published in the Malaysian area: with a union list of holdings 
(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1970). 
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topic. By regularly and selectively reporting on striptease, the mosquito newspapers contributed 
significantly to manufacturing and sustaining striptease’s perceived dangers.  
As this thesis is only able to utilize the English and Mandarin presses, and hence only 
Chinese and Anglophone voices, there is room in future scholarship for the exploration of non-
English and non-Chinese sources. The debates were not unique to Singapore; striptease also 
provoked a public outcry in Malaya that paralleled that in Singapore. Although the debates in 
Malaya are beyond the scope of this exercise, both polities cannot be seen as mutually-exclusive 
entities; the constitutional separation of Singapore from Malaya in the 1946 Malayan Union 
scheme did not mean the severance of socio-cultural links, as Malaya continued to exert a 
“gravitational pull” on Singapore history.40 Thus, this thesis includes salient references to the 
debates and developments in Malaya’s striptease scene, which shaped local public opinion.   
                                                 
40 For a thorough discussion on Malaya’s place within Singapore history, see: Karl Hack, “The Malayan 
trajectory in Singapore's history”, in Singapore from Temasek to the 21st Century: Reinventing the Global 
City, ed. Karl Hack, Jean-Louis Margolin and Karine Delaye (Singapore: NUS Press, 2010), pg.245. 
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Chapter 1: The 1950s getai scene 
*** 
 
Lest it be mistaken that striptease was confined to getai, it was also performed to a 
lesser extent as floorshows in dining and leisure establishments such as hotels, theatre-
restaurants, and cabarets.41 Nonetheless, the striptease that was targeted in public debates was 
performed as getai entertainment. Striptease was not an overnight phenomenon, but was 
another phase of getai’s growing eroticization. Although scholars have described post-war getai 
in varying degrees of detail, striptease remains an overlooked dimension.42 Citing sixty-four 
year-old getai veteran Tan Chew Lee (陈秋理), Teresa Tan even states that striptease did not 
constitute getai’s repertoire.43 This may be due to common confusion between cabaret and 
getai, compounded with understandings of present-day getai. This chapter thus clarifies 
misconceptions of 1950s getai, laying the foundation for subsequent chapters on striptease’s 
rise and fall as commercial, sexual entertainment.   
 
1950s getai: Not a religious performance or cabaret show 
1950s getai is different from what we know of it today  primarily associated with the 
Hungry Ghost Festival in the Seventh Lunar Month. Serving a religious function of entertaining 
the dead on top of the living, getai today is generally perceived as kitschy, although there are 
                                                 
41 Lewis A. Erenberg, Steppin' Out: New York Nightlife and the Transformation of American Culture 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), pp.182-184; Peter Salwen, Upper West Side Story: A History 
and Guide (New York: Abbeville Press, 1989), pg.178. A floorshow, or ‘cabaret turn’, was a short act 
performed during or after dinner. Performed on the restaurant’s floor, floorshows dispensed with the 
stage settings typical of formal theatre entertainment. It was informal entertainment that provided a 
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42 Craig A. Lockard, Dance of Life: Popular Music and Politics in Southeast Asia (Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 1997); Tan Sooi Beng, Ko-Tai: A New Form of Chinese Urban Street Theatre in Malaysia 
(Singapore: ISEAS, 1984). 
43 Tan Kai Xin, “新加坡歌台年轻化现象探析 (Study of the Rejuvenating Trends in Singapore’s Getai 
Culture)” (FYP, Nanyang Technological University, 2012), pg.8.  
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some who deem it a “dying tradition” and “part of Chinese culture”.44 Nonetheless, the roots of 
contemporary getai can be found within 1950s getai. Although the latter was not a marker of 
Chinese tradition, it was a distinctively local, Chinese-style, live entertainment. Just as how 
contemporary getai can be lucrative for organizers and performers, 1950s getai was a 
commercially-driven, urban entertainment. Getai has also remained a performance where 
performers appealed to the audience via modern, popular programmes. The main distinction is 
how 1950s getai was  fashionable vis-à-vis its present-day counterpart. At the pinnacle of its 
popularity, getai was the crowd-puller at the three ‘Worlds’ amusement parks  Great World, 
Happy World and New World. One journalist claimed that ‘after the cinema, the most popular 
form of entertainment’ was getai.45 The mosquito newspapers’ leisure sections were devoted to 
developments in film, music and getai, attesting to the prominence of these entertainment 
forms between local Chinese. 
Literally translated as ‘song stage’, 1950s getai was referred to as the ‘evening café’, 
‘night café’, or ‘singing café’. What then, was getai? As Singapore Free Press described:  
This is the nightly recipe in each of the eight singing cafes distributed among the 
Colony’s three amusement parks. It is a well-tried formula that never fails to draw an 
attentive audience. These cafes are a particular Malayan Chinese invention, originating 
during the Japanese occupation. Their kind are[sic] not to be found in China nor, for that 
matter, elsewhere in South-East Asia.  
Programmes commence at 8 p.m. The full company comes on the stage for an opening 
chorus, supported by a five, six or seven-piece band. Then the individual singers take 
over.  
Members of the audience are given request slips on which they can ask a favourite 
vocalist to sing a particular song. Humourous sketches, dances and finally a short play 
round out the evening’s entertainment.  
The cafes charge no admission but there is a fixed price of $1.50, $1 or 50 cents 
(depending on the status’ of the café and the popularity of its star performers) for all 
soft drinks, coffee, tea, or the inevitable Ovaltine. Alcoholic beverages are not 
available.46 
                                                 
44 The New Paper (hereafter TNP), 17th July 2011, ST, 17th July 2011 & 7th August 2011.  
45 Singapore Free Press (hereafter SFP), 24th December 1952, pg.4.  
46 SFP, 6th February 1953, pp.8-9. 
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In sum, the term getai can be understood in the 1950s as i) an entertainment genre, where 
patrons enjoyed a variety of informal song and dramatic acts; ii) a performing troupe that stages 
getai entertainment; iii) an entertainment establishment with both mobile and fixed forms.  As 
compared to mobile getai, getai stationed on a permanent basis at the Worlds offered light 
refreshments. This will be further elaborated below; iv) when situated at the Worlds, getai can 
also refer to the physical space where the business operated.  
It is important to distinguish getai from the cabaret, especially since striptease is 
synonymous with the latter in popular imagination. When reviewing I am Queen, local writer Ng 
Yi-Sheng acknowledged that public expectations were that the play “centered on the cabaret 
culture of Beauty World, Gay World, Happy World and all those other disappeared dance hall-
cum-amusement parks”.47 This misconception is encouraged by contemporary dramatic 
productions conflating the two; in the musical Beauty World, Rosemary claims that ‘some 
cabarets have striptease shows have striptease shows where the girl dances with a big 
python’.48  Unsurprisingly, the cabaret has come to epitomize raunchy post-war Singapore, with 
scholars grouping it with striptease and pornography as examples of ‘yellow’ culture.49 
Striptease was however a rarity at the cabaret. A study on dance establishments in Chicago 
defined a cabaret as such:  
The cabaret is to be distinguished from the dine-and-dance establishment by the 
presence of vaudeville entertainment. Interest of patrons is not only in dancing but also 
in dining and in witnessing vaudeville acts.50 
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This definition did not apply to local cabarets, which were essentially ‘dance halls’ or ‘dance 
palaces’, where “attractive and entertaining hostesses” were “waiting to dance with you”.51  
Floorshows that were ballroom dance exhibitions were often staged at pre-WWII cabaret.52 
Perhaps to avoid competition with getai that were densely located at the same premises, 
floorshows became scarce in the 1950s. The few staged including dance exhibitions, dance and 
talent competitions, lucky draws and beauty pageants  rarely striptease.  
 
The Getai story 
According to Wang Zheng Chun, a 1951 skit entitled ‘Model (模特儿)’, which was about 
a model posing for a figure drawing session, sparked off striptease in Singapore. Staged at Fong, 
the model undressed behind a cloth screen while the artist sketched in front of the screen. 
Meanwhile, stage lights projected the silhouette of the model disrobing onto the screen.53 
Ironically, the original ‘Model’ was a 1930 single-act play (独幕剧) by Chinese playwright Xiong 
Fo Xi (熊佛西), which ridiculed Chinese ignorance and backwardness.54 The 1951 ‘Model’ was 
not unprecedented, as Silver Moon (银月) and Golden Star (金星) gewutuan had staged the play 
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at Great World in 1941 and 1946 respectively.55 Furthermore, my research shows that the spate 
of ‘Model’ performances in 1953, not 1951, was a milestone in getai’s eroticization. 
Significantly, the advent of striptease did not occur in vacuum as Wang implies, but must be 
contextualized against broader changes in gender norms, getai’s evolving business practices, 
exposure to diverse artistic influences, and a burgeoning post-war economy. Tracing 1950s 
getai’s development is thus useful for understanding how striptease surfaced at the getai stage. 
 
The evolution of getai 
Getai first emerged during the Japanese Occupation. Under Japanese efforts to maintain 
social order, the Worlds remained operational, hosting cinemas, stalls and gambling farms that 
provided lucrative revenue for the Japanese.56 Dayehui (大夜会), the first getai, was located at 
New World and evolved from a newspaper editor’s attempts to improve business at his drinks 
stall.57 There was no admission fee, and patrons need only order a drink to be entitled to three 
hours of live music and songs. The sale of beverages constituted the bulk of a getai’s earnings, 
and this may be why getai was commonly called a ‘café’ in English newspapers. This practice of 
serving refreshments along with entertainment in an informal setting became the modus 
operandi for getai at the Worlds after the war.  
Songwriter Seong Koon Low Won (上官流云) claimed that Singapore was “the cradle of 
the South East Asian getai enterprise”, but as Yung Sai Shing and Chan Kwok Boon suggest, 
getai’s roots can be found in the gewutuan (歌舞团 or song-and-dance troupe) from Shanghai 
                                                 
55 Ibid., pp.49, 105-106; Yein Pah Yue @ Bai Yan. Oral History Centre (hereafter OHC) interview. Accession 
number 000578. Reel 11. 
56 C.M. Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore, 1819-2005 (Singapore: NUS Press, 2009), pg.207.  
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that arrived in the late 1930s. 58 That gewutuan enjoyed a strong reception attested to the 
thriving consumption culture in inter-war colonial Singapore, where leisure and entertainment 
were commodified for individual consumption.59 A gewutuan performance was ‘not unlike a 
variety show’ that included acrobatic feats, magic tricks and songs, but primarily featured 
dances ranging from folk to Western dances, ‘spoken drama (话剧)’ and ‘dance drama (歌舞
剧)’.60 This format of showcasing a variety of acts became characteristic of getai entertainment. 
The traveling vaudeville troupe or revue can be seen as the Western approximates of gewtuan.61 
Another popular act was the wenmingxi (文明戏), an impromptu and unscripted play, with its 
dramatic unpredictability injecting novelty into the show.62 The comedy sketches that were a 
staple of 1950s getai were condensed versions of wenmingju, and hence did not first surface in 
1970s Penang as posited by Tan Sooi Beng.63 Despite its initial Shanghainese cultural 
inspirations, getai evolved into a local popular entertainment, and this thesis contends, a site 
where the cultural politics of nation-building were mapped out. 
 
 Getai in 1950s Singapore 
Post-war Singapore has conventionally been characterized as a period of austerity and 
socio-political tumult with no room for the flowering of a commercial entertainment. 
Nonetheless, the economic prosperity accrued from the Korean War bolstered the post-WWII 
                                                 
58 Seong Koon Low Won. OHC interview. Accession number 002400. Reel 7; Chan and Yung, “Chinese 
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getai scene.64 Prices for rubber and tin, the two mainstays of Malayan economy, skyrocketed 
due to the surging demand for strategic materials. More importantly, ‘real’ wages for labourers 
in tin mines and rubber estates rose exponentially, with the daily wage jumping from a dollar 
and forty cents in 1950 to four dollars and thirty cents in 1951.65 The improved economy not 
only weakened ongoing labour agitation, but also spurred a demand for leisure activities.66 
Meanwhile, developments in communications technology and the mobilization of popular 
culture for social critique fostered a flourishing, urban entertainment scene.67 The wide 
circulation of the Chinese mosquito newspapers further aided getai’s publicity efforts. 
The Worlds remained the locus for post-war getai, accommodating at least fifty getai 
from the mid-1940s to the early 1960s.68 Getai was either covered at the stage or, completely 
open-air and at the mercy of the weather. Built on the premises of the old cabaret, New World’s 
Broadway (百老汇) was the only enclosed one.69 A short fence delineated the getai, and crowds 
often gathered outside to enjoy a free show. The shows were performed on a proscenium stage 
with a cloth backdrop, which was regularly changed to complement the performances. An 
average-sized getai allowed for sixty square, wooden tables that sat four patrons each. Apart 
from the few tables reserved for regulars, there was no seating assignment, and many arrived 
early to reserve seats or risk having to stand. When business was good, the audience could 
reach a thousand compared to the usual five hundred.70 The fact that getai was situated within 
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the Worlds  public, urban spaces where a sizeable mass of Asians from all classes congregated 
  inevitably meant that striptease was highly visible and accessible, and hence, a greater cause 
for concern. For instance, social commentators complained that youths were frequenting 
striptease, and that measures should be taken to regulate the shows or restrict them to adults. 
Conversely, those in the United Kingdom and United States were confined within strategically-
isolated sites ‘where they excite least opposition’, for instance London’s Soho and Vancouver’s 
West and East Ends, alongside other adult entertainment businesses.71  
Apart from those at the Worlds, there was “mobile getai [流动歌台]”, where troupes of 
entertainers travelled from place to place, performing getai entertainment.72 Probably due to 
the lack of densely-populated urban locales, Malaya’s getai scene depended more on ‘mobile 
getai’. In addition to performing at theatres, stadiums, multi-purpose halls, cinemas, and 
makeshift stages, travelling troupes were also hired to perform at stationary getai. The troupes 
marketed themselves using an assortment of titles that were derivatives of gewutuan, including 
yanwutuan (艳舞团 or exotic dance troupe), gewujutuan (歌舞剧团 or ‘dance drama’ troupe) 
and gejutuan (歌剧团 or song-and-drama troupe). Notwithstanding the diverse names, these 
troupes performed getai entertainment  a variety show with song and dramatic acts. Of note 
is yanwutuan, commonly designated by English newspapers as ‘revue’, which specialized in 
striptease and erotic performances. The yanwutuan was the main source of striptease shows 
and consequently, the primary target of anti-striptease vitriol.  
The Chinese term for travelling from place to place to perform was literally “running 
harbour [跑码头]”, with a bigger city being referred to as “big harbour [大码头]” and a smaller 
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town as “small harbour [小码头]”.73 Most troupes followed the “Shaw circuit [邵氏线]”, 
meaning they were contracted to perform across the string of Shaw Brothers-owned 
amusement parks and theatres in Singapore and Malaya. Amusement parks and traveling 
troupes shared a “synergistic relationship”; the former provided performance venues and 
lodging, while the latter offered fresh entertainment.74 This was facilitated by the Shaws’ 
acquisition of amusement parks and cinemas, which numbered approximately ten and hundred 
respectively by the 1950s.75 The Shaws initially controlled the getai business, scheduling and 
allocating artistes among its various getai.76 By controlling the supply chain of entertainment, 
from its supply, to its distribution and point of consumption, the Shaws effectively dominated 
the consumer’s leisure experience.77 Rival Cathay emulated this integrated business model by 
hiring artistes to tour its cinemas in Malaya.78 Nonetheless, the previously synergistic 
relationship between amusement parks and performing troupes tilted in favour of the Shaws 
when the getai scene flourished. The Shaws hit on a new profit formula where they relinquished 
control over getai, whereas getai owners had to start renting getai spaces, providing lodging for 
their artistes, and planning the programme.79 
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Figure 1. Photographs of Broadway getai (above) and Yezhonghui getai (below). 













A typical show started at 8pm daily, and ended about 11pm. The three highlights were 
the opening song, a short dramatic act before the intermission, and finale. The opening song 
Figure 3: Photograph of a 1950s getai performance. 
(Source: ST annual, 1954, pg.71.) 
Figure 2: The titles of the numerous mosquito newspapers in 1950s Singapore. 
(Source: Wang, 新加坡歌台史话, pg. 198.) 
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was usually a stately and dignified number performed by all the singers. Next were supporting 
acts including dances, magic tricks, acrobatic stunts, or songs.80 The middle act was a comedy 
sketch, followed by sideshows again. The show climaxed with a spoken drama or dance drama, 
and striptease took this prime slot when getai took an erotic turn.81  
The audience was mostly younger Chinese who understood Mandarin, but cut across 
different social strata, ranging from workers to towkays.82 Towkays such as shipping magnate 
Teo Woon Tiong (Y.C. Chang) even financed getai and frolicked with female entertainers.83 
There were also journalists, writers, students and teachers  the educated Chinese  who not 
only critiqued the artistes and their performances, but also rubbed shoulders with  getai 
artistes. While considered mass entertainment, getai lay within the cultural tastes of Chinese 
intellectuals, who only began shunning getai with striptease’s onset and the emergence of the 
anti-yellow movement. Bourdieu posits that a person’s tastes and preferences are inevitably 
shaped by his socio-economic and cultural background, and hence, are indicative of social 
status.84 However, the case of striptease demonstrates how hierarchies of taste in 1950s 
Singapore were fluid and influenced by ongoing ideological conflicts on culture and nationalism, 
instead of rigidly class-based.  
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Challenges in orchestrating the getai 
A getai was easy to start, but difficult to keep afloat; there were relatively low barriers 
of entry, the requirements being capital to lease a venue, and to assemble a troupe. Getai 
owners either ran the show themselves, or hired a manager to supervise the daily operations. 
Ex-gewutuan artiste Xiong LiLi (熊莉莉), who became a getai owner, even joined the troupe 
onstage at her Evening (夜花园) getai, which was located at Great World.85 The crux of the 
matter lay in sustaining the business. 
Given its popularity, the getai scene was a highly competitive one. Previously, a 
travelling troupe could repeat the same repertoire, modifying it only when it prolonged its stay 
at a venue.86 This changed when getai settled permanently at the Worlds. To keep abreast of 
the competition, the cast and programmes were frequently reshuffled. Nonetheless, new 
programmes gained only a few days’ advantage, as rivals quickly copied successful acts. Fong (凤
凤) dangled monetary rewards during a “lucky prize (幸运奖品)” segment, which was replicated 
by rival Broadway the next day.87 Even travelling troupes were not spared from the competition. 
The increased number of troupes, which were traveling the same circuit to boot, meant a higher 
probability of competitors performing at the same venue at the same time. For instance, Rose 
Chan’s Rose (玫瑰) and the Ouyang Hong (欧阳红) yanwutuan clashed thrice within six weeks 
while travelling the ‘Shaw circuit’.88 
Furthermore, getai owners grappled with high operating costs. Under the 1946 
Entertainment Duty Proclamation, entertainment duties were charged at a progressive rate 
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upon admission to any entertainment venue.89 To avoid paying high taxes, some overcharged 
the drinks and served compulsory, chargeable snacks while lowering admission fees. One 
customer paid three dollars for a thirty-cent ticket, with the balance of two dollars and seventy 
cents for ‘refreshments’.90 Profit margins were further reduced by falling rubber prices after 
1953.91 The ensuing economic recession in Malaya and Singapore prompted inter-getai price 
wars that were detrimental for all parties. Prices were initially slashed from a dollar to fifty cents 
per cup at Great World’s Rose Paradise (玫瑰林), and were further lowered to thirty cents after 
Evening knocked thirty cents off its original eighty cents.92  
Getai also experienced trouble in retaining their talents. Poaching was common and 
artistes would frequently leave to join other getai.93 Others went overseas to advance their 
careers or joined Radio Malaya and Rediffusion as singers, or recording artists at the Pagoda, 
Parlophone and Pathe gramophone recording companies.94 Not only did getai fight amongst 
themselves for talents, they also faced competition from other entertainment businesses amidst 
the inter-connected entertainment industry. Some entertainers even went on to manage their 
own getai, thereby transforming from employee to business rival.  
This competitiveness did not deter others from entering the fray. Many getai changed 
hands or wound up after a few days, while new ones mushroomed overnight. A possible reason 
was that getai was seen as a lucrative short-term venture but economically inexpedient in the 
long-run; hence, the scene was in a constant state of flux. There were eight getai at the Worlds 
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in April 1953; Happy World had only Salome (沙乐美), whereas there were four at New World 
and three at Great World. Eight months later, New and Great World were left with three and 
one respectively, while two sprung up in the place of Salome at Happy World.95  
 
Conclusion 
It was in this highly competitive environment that getai began searching for alternative 
methods to maintain their profitability. Striptease was simply another weapon in the arsenal of 
getai business. Nonetheless, the risqué performance was subsequently blown out of context as 
it collided with ongoing discourses on culture, femininity, morality and nationalism, ultimately 
escalating into an issue of national concern.  
Chapter 1 sheds light on the academic terra incognita of striptease as 1950s getai 
entertainment. This is essential to appreciating the transformation of a mass, commercialized 
entertainment into a contested site for anti-colonial and nationalist movements. However, 
contextualizing striptease first entails a clearer picture of 1950s getai. Historical understanding 
of getai is poor due to misrepresentations in contemporary popular culture, and that 1950s 
getai was different from how it exists today. Moreover, getai possessed multiple, overlapping 
meanings in the 1950s. Adding another layer of complication is how meanings are lost in 
translation; as a cultural-specific term, getai invariably loses some associated meanings when 
converted to another language, which is English in this case.  
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The rise of striptease can be immediately attributed to getai’s challenges, but must be 
framed against broader developments of the growing visibility of sexually-provocative females 
in post-war Singapore, commodification of leisure, and cosmopolitan influences. Facilitated by 
vague colonial regulation, 1950s striptease thrived as a popular, urban entertainment that even 
stimulated the consumption of striptease outside getai. 
 
Changing sexual norms in post-war Singapore 
The female body had been increasingly ‘spectacularised’ in the late nineteenth century 
due to developments in visual technologies, the onset of consumerism and urbanization. In 
other words, the female form became publicly conspicuous as a visually-consumable spectacle, 
which brought voyeuristic pleasure for the viewer-cum-consumer.96 During the introduction of 
cinematic entertainment in interwar Singapore, the Western woman was made available as a 
spectacle via the disseminated images of Hollywood actresses, fashion and material culture, 
which were in turn avidly consumed by local women.97 
The commercialization, mass production, consumption and circulation of images of 
alluring women grew exponentially in the 1950s, not only granting women newfound visibility, 
but also sensitizing the public to the image of the seductive female.98 Although ubiquitous in 
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newspapers from the late 1930s to early 1940s, representations of women now flaunted 
sexuality. Advertisements relied more on prurient appeal, as seen in the suggestive images used 
in Fraser and Neave’s Red Lion soft drinks advertisements. Improvements in printing technology, 
coupled with the incorporation of high-quality photographs in postwar publications, lent these 
representations a further sense of realism.99 Saparudin similarly notes that Malay periodicals 
extensively employed representations of alluring Western women in the re-imaginations of 
Malay femininity.100 Crucially, lingerie advertisements featured Asian instead of Western models 
unlike previously, thus indicating changing conceptions of Asian femininity, and that female 
sexuality was no longer the prerogative of white, Western woman. Nonetheless, black bars were 
printed over the models’ eyes to preserve their anonymity, thus underlining the tensions in 
transiting between traditional and modern ideas of Asian womanhood. This phenomenon was 
not unique to Singapore. In Europe and America, World War Two was a landmark in the 
construction of gender identities, here women were granted unprecedented employment 
opportunities. Meanwhile, the rise of consumerism and a new corporate culture redefined 
masculinity in terms of conformity and the ability to consume.101 With conventional gender 
norms in peril, efforts were made to recast females as submissive, sexual objects, as seen in the 
distribution of pin-up calendars and men’s magazines such as Playboy.102  
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Figure 4: Fraser and Neave’s Red lion soft 
drink advertisement featuring a woman in a 
bathing suit. 
(Source: ST, 3rd October 1958, pg.1) 
Figure 5: Advertisement for Bust 
Development Cream featuring a topless 
European woman. 
(Source: Weekender Annual 1955, pg.11) 
Figure 6: Lingerie advertisements featuring Asian models with 
censor bars over their eyes. 




Figure 7: Advertisement for an 
accordion, which uses a scantily-clad 
woman. 
(Source: QCB, 18th June 1956, pg.4) 
Figure 8: Advertisement for a local 
beauty contest featuring alluring local 
women. 




The evolving understandings of female sexuality also manifested in the vocabulary used 
by the Chinese-educated. Previously, Chinese newspapers evoked jianmei rhetoric to legitimize 
the female body’s spectacularisation. The concept of jianmei (healthy beauty 健美) arose amidst 
the physical culture movement (tiyu 体育) in 1920s China. As China underwent the throes of 
modernization and nation-building, the cultivation of physically and mentally strong citizens 
became essential to the nation’s survival.103 This orientation towards the physical body also 
implicated Chinese femininity’s reconstruction. Female beauty was now defined in terms of 
fully-figured, robust bodies.104 Happy World’s 1938 ‘mysterious and sensual X dance’ was 
advertised “the healthy beauty’s sacrifice [健美女性的牺牲]”, the jianmei reference here 
neutralizing possible accusations of eroticism.105 Fong Fong held a “beautiful body competition 
[人体美比赛]” and “exhibition of curves [曲线展览会]” in 1952, the celebration of the female 
body in accordance to jianmei ideals a veneer for its sensuous appeal.106  
As the image of the desirable female took root, roudan (肉弹) or bombshell, was used 
to describe female bodily exhibitions instead.107 Roudan as a reference for sexually-provocative 
women gained currency among local Chinese in the mid-1950s, perhaps inspired by the coming 
of Western strippers marketed as ‘bombs’. Puerto Rican dancer Magarita Marcado, or ‘Margo 
the Z-bomb’, was billed as “the threat to the peace of mind of Singapore’s male population”, 
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and was “so atomic that she was the bomb to end all bombs”.108 Mosquito newspapers began 
advertising striptease acts as “the bombing of the X and Z bombs [X弹, Z弹之轰炸]”, whereas 
Shenghuo Bao portrayed Peach Blossom (桃花) yanwutuan as assailing competitors with the 
“explosion of the X-bomb [X弹的爆炸]”.109 This military metaphor, referencing the atomic 
bomb, presented female sexuality as a “powerful and explosive” force.110 Nonetheless, roudan 
possessed derogatory connotations and was applied disparagingly to strippers, whereas 
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Figure 9: Photograph of Diana Chung, who 
was nicknamed “The most beautiful 
creature”.  
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Rise of the getai nudes 
These shifts in sexual mores materialized in the getai as well. Fong Fong’s 1951 ‘Model’ did 
not jump-start striptease, but was part of getai’s burgeoning displays of female sexuality. Prior 
to staging blatantly erotic shows, getai offered titillating programmes. An example was ‘tofu 
song [豆腐歌曲]’, or amorous numbers. Most were duets inserted with suggestive lyrics that 
allowed the audience to “flirt with the singers [吃歌星的豆腐]”.111 Fong Fong also had an 
interactive “bestowing fragrant kisses [赠香吻]” segment, where patrons obtained kisses from 
an artiste.112 Resident artiste Loh Lin (罗莲) tossed autographed flowers to the audience, and 
the patron who caught the one flower that had an attached card received her kiss.113 
Anticipating the subsequent uproar over striptease, this gimmick elicited scathing reviews from 
the Chinese press. Since the early twentieth century, the Chinese press defined themselves as 
guardians of public morality and mediator of public opinion.114 Reflecting this journalistic 
tradition, XinLi Bao questioned if the kisses were indeed “fragrant [香]” as advertised, and that 
they were “sterilized and guaranteed to be non-infectious”, whereas Nanfang Wanbao panned 
it a “shameless selling of the body”.115  
Although the earlier ‘Model’ acts remained within boundaries of decency, they inspired a 
spate of raunchy reproductions in March 1953. The episode started when Fong Fong 
reintroduced ‘Model’ starring Loh Lin, who shot to fame with the act and was even labelled the 
“most daring” of “Singapore Chinese stage artists”.116 Fong Fong’s ‘Model’ was performed over 
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sixty consecutive days to a packed house, a record-breaking feat. Other getai were however 
slow to replicate Fong Fong’s success as most female artistes were unwilling to publically 
undress. A getai called Evening leapt into the fray with its ‘Model and the Artist’ only after the 
forty-sixth day. Two days later, five out of the seven getai were reproducing ‘Model’.117 These 
new reproductions were novel in that the ‘model’ emerged from behind the screen and posed 
motionless for two minutes, before the lights went off. The ‘model’ remained clad in sheer, 
flesh-coloured underwear, and only appeared nude with the clever use of lighting.118 Evening’s 
‘model’ even struck different alluring poses instead of remaining stationary.119  
These acts were a milestone in many ways. Firstly, they marked striptease’s transformation 
into a social issue. These acts may also have fuelled Chinese perceptions of a morally-
degenerate post-war climate, which culminated in the anti-yellow movement a few months 
later. The moral language that Chinese newspapers employed when berating the performances, 
such as Ye Deng’s condemnations of the latter as a “sexual trade that harm youths” and 
indicated a “change in society’s morals”, were echoed during the anti-yellow movement.120 The 
police was subsequently alerted, and proceeded to withdraw the getai’s licenses. This was an 
unprecedented move, as the getai scene had hitherto been untouched by the authorities. The 
acts also heralded salacious performances at getai, which incurred further public condemnation 
and clampdown by the authorities.  
Nonetheless, getai bounced back with a new butterfly-themed gewuju. Fong Fong 
kicked off with ‘Night Butterfly (夜蝴蝶)’ that was swiftly copied by Shirimon (喜临门), which 
introduced a ‘Flowery Butterfly (花蝴蝶)’.121 Starring the same few artistes who acted in 
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‘Model’, the gewuju told of a spider demon harassing butterfly spirits. The performers wore 
gauze butterfly wings and the usual see-through underwear, but now with strategically-placed 
gold stars. As summarized by Ye Deng, “the plot was simple but teeming with sex”.122 Even this 
weak plot was abandoned in ensuing performances; as the latter became a literal selling of the 
female body as a spectacle, the legitimating rationale of a storyline was gradually redundant.123  
The ‘Model’ and ‘Butterfly’ episodes were the only times when getai featured parallel 
acts concurrently, thereby marking the pinnacle of getai rivalry. After the police clamped down 
on ‘Butterfly’, performers formed yanwutuan and left to try their luck in Malaya and Thailand. 
Fong Fong’s owner, Da Fong (大凤) was one of those that chose the mobile getai route, and 
went on to form the Peach Blossom and Phoenix (凤凰) yanwutuan.124 Those who stayed in 
Singapore toned down their acts, whereas the arrival of Hong Kong singers and travelling 
troupes temporarily rejuvenated the getai scene, which consequently experienced a shift 
towards an itinerant operating style. Nevertheless, performances with sexual tones were to stay 
until the late 1950s, thus destroying getai’s innocuous image. 
 
Selling sex at the getai  
Malayan writer Chen Fan (陈凡) identified an inversely proportional relationship 
between eroticism and getai business, the former peaking when the latter dipped.125 True 
enough, striptease was soon revived to sustain the flagging business. Striptease proved 
rewarding for both getai and entertainer. Earnings from a week of striptease could sustain the 
getai for the rest of the month, while strippers earned up to one thousand and five hundred 
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dollars a month, which was even more than a top getai singer’s wages.126 The strippers’ 
impressive wages may have contributed to their essentialisation as materialistic gold-diggers in 
the public debates. This also indicated the huge appetite for striptease, which may have 
portended a striptease epidemic, thus reinforcing the urgency of society’s cultural reformation. 
Significantly, the demand abated minimally despite increasing condemnation of striptease, 
evincing a disjuncture between attempts by a group of elites to arbitrate legitimate culture and 
moral standards, and one that viewed striptease as a commodity to be consumed for personal 
pleasure. In fact, striptease’s eventual demise derived from clampdowns by the colonial 
government and PAP, rather than dwindling demand.  
  The resuscitated striptease attracted a crowd beyond the Chinese-dominated getai 
audience. A good indication of the audience’s increasingly multi-ethnic composition was how 
Rose Chan opened her shows with “Strip! Strip! Strip until completely bare! Strip until it is 
impossible to strip!” in the different Chinese dialects, followed by Mandarin, English and 
Malay.127 Unlike previously, the shows were dances drawn from international sources of 
inspiration, thus bypassing the language barrier. The slew of 1950s Egyptian and Latin American-
themed film musicals saw a corresponding dance craze in Singapore, with Xavier Cugat’s Latin 
music flooding the cabarets. Strippers swiftly caught onto the craze, scrambling to learn ‘exotic 
Western dances’ such as the ‘Dance of Seven Veils’ from Salome (1953), while belly-dancing 
costumes became popular.128 Local chef Terry Tan reminisced watching Rose Chan writhing to 
Cugat’s ‘Cherry Pink and Apple Blossom White’.129 Even the names had a cosmopolitan flavour, 
with Chan’s performances being entitled ‘La Conga’ and ‘Casbah’, whereas yanwutuan had 
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names such as South America (南美亚) and Kiss of fire (火之吻 or El Choclo). An urban Chinese 
entertainment’s incorporation of Western modernist influences indubitably broadened its 
appeal to an Anglophone audience, as seen in its growing coverage in the English newspapers by 
the mid-1950s. Concomitantly, this opened the entertainment to charges of being “yellow 
culture from the West”, especially when Western influences were increasingly suspect under 
the anti-colonial movement’s progression.130  
As striptease discarded its narrative element, it focused on creating an unadulterated 
sexual spectacle. Instead of creating the illusion of nudity, some actually stripped to the buff. As 
Shenghuo Bao vividly described: 
With her back to the audience, the stripper removed her underwear. The lights were 
dimmed as she slowly swivelled to face the front. At that instant, the lights flashed, 
revealing the fully nude stripper frozen in a pose, before the curtains rapidly 
descended.131  
 
 In addition to using pulsating, coloured lights, the visual impact was amplified by increasing the 
number of strippers. Successful yanwutuan often featured a bevy of strippers, as seen in how 
solo acts by Ouyang Hong yanwutuan lost to Rose Chan’s “meat forest [肉林]”.132 The stage set-
up was also important. Chan installed a catwalk at the seating area’s center aisle, which brought 
her in closer proximity with the audiences and heightened their voyeuristic pleasures.133 The 
audience was also invited to remove her underwear, thus continuing the earlier getai strategy of 
engaging the audience’s participation.134  
Despite being neither the first nor only stripper, Rose Chan experienced unparalleled 
success at drawing the non-Chinese crowd, which was partly due to heavy advertising and press 
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coverage in both English and Chinese newspapers. Born in Suzhou, Chan’s real name was Chan 
Wai Chang. Prior becoming a stripper, she worked as a cabaret dance hostess and occasionally 
performed hula-hula and rumba floorshows. She then started dancing at getai, before going on 
to form her own yanwutuan and launching her striptease career. The English press christened 
her “Malaya’s Queen of Strip-tease”, which also became the title that people remember her by 
today.135 She was also the only stripper who entered the accounts of contemporary observers. 
English author Anthony Burgess, who was then teaching at the Malay College, noted a “famous 
Chinese striptease performer named Rose Chan who drew crowds of towkays panting under 
their binoculars”.136 Her fame was such that she was even interviewed by the Malay vernacular 
press in Malaya, which Shenghuo Bao lauded a “record-breaking event” as the former had 
hitherto been disinterested in the Chinese entertainment scene.137 Significantly, this fame 
worked to her detriment, as she became the lightning rod for anti-striptease attacks. 
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Figure 10: Photograph of Rose Chan 
(Source: Weekender Annual 1957, pg.6). 
Figure 11: Private collection of Rose Chan 
photographs (A) 






Figure 12: Private collection of Rose 
Chan photographs (B) 




Selling sex outside getai  
A whole industry latching on striptease’s popularity developed beyond getai. Peep 
boxes featuring striptease films sprung up at tourist sites and amusement parks. After slotting a 
dollar and twenty cents into the box, a short film of a woman disrobing would automatically 
play. Due to their accessibility, they were especially popular among youths.138 Meanwhile, ex-
dance hostesses performed striptease illegally at unregistered hotels and private residences. 
Patrons were never openly solicited, but had to be “recommended” to shows.139 Striptease even 
stimulated the consumption of physical goods. Enterprising individuals did a roaring trade selling 
nude photographs of has-been singers, taxi-dancers, and strippers for thirty to fifty cents 
each.140 There were also trinkets that capitalized on female sexuality, such as toy cameras 
containing slideshows of naked women, and even ‘striptease pens’. The pen was stamped with a 
picture of a girl, who appeared to shed her clothing when the pen was inverted.141 The 
proliferation of these businesses may have fuelled public perceptions of striptease as an 
immoral entertainment.   
The female body’s increasing spectacularisation did not only materialize as striptease, 
but in the local entertainment industry as a whole, which further perpetuated the image of the 
seductive female. Pornographic films from Japan, France, Thailand and Macau were illegally 
imported, and secretly screened at bars. Even legitimate movies had increasing levels of sexual 
content. Film censorship relaxed in the mid-1950s as part of the transfer of power to local 
hands, with Son of Sinbad (1955) and Baby Doll (1956) escaping the blue pencil, notwithstanding 
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how these films were condemned in America by the National Catholic Legion of Decency.142 
Striptease also transited from stage to screen, meaning that striptease could be accessed 
outside getai, albeit in a tamer form. Fire in the Dance (1957) and Colourful Tokyo (1956) were 
musical extravaganzas by the Shaws, and featured Japanese strippers whose costumes 
“leave[left] little to the imagination”.143 Filmed in Japan, both marked the Shaws’ collaboration 
with the Japanese film-making industry.144 Meanwhile, Chinese listeners denounced 
Rediffussion’s broadcasts of ‘lewd’ pop music that had “intimate bedroom talk” for its lyrics.145 
Ye Deng lamented the radio service’s emphasis on “romantic music (肉麻歌曲)”, and urged for 
more ‘healthy’ songs, huaju, and Peking opera.146 Rather than a unique phenomenon, striptease 
as getai entertainment was part of this wider sexualisation of the entertainment scene.  
 
Colonial responses to striptease: Reluctant regulators?  
Timothy Harper writes of British initiatives to foster territorial nationalism through 
cultivating a common Malayan culture in post-war Singapore. Undesirable elements such as the 
seditious and lewd were pruned, whereas cultural productions were mobilized to socialize the 
masses into civic-minded citizens.147 However, striptease’s regulation offers new insights to the 
colonial state’s role in social engineering, revealing its role as that of the reluctant regulator, 
whose actions were shaped by developments on the ground. Initially adopting a laissez-faire 
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policy towards getai, the colonial state’s hand was forced when striptease became a 
controversial topic.  
The colonial state regulated obscenity through several means. While the Board of Film 
Censors handled film obscenity, the police was responsible for indecency in public 
entertainment. The 1895 Theatres Ordinance required theatrical performances to obtain a 
permit for the venues in which they were held, with the police being the licensing authority. The 
Police Deputy Commissioner was empowered to revoke permits for shows deemed “indecent, 
immoral or improper”. Appeals could be made to the Governor-in-Council, whose decision was 
final.148  
The establishment of regulatory institutions however did not translate to effective 
regulation in reality due to generic principles of obscenity instead of concrete legislation. The 
concept of obscenity in English common law adhered to that of Chief Justice Sir Alexander 
Cockburn in the 1868 case Regina v. Hicklin, where an obscene material was one that “deprave 
and corrupt those whose minds are open to such immoral influences”. Cockburn’s test of 
obscenity adopted the language of Kantian aesthetics; art evoked the viewer’s detached 
contemplation on beauty, whereas its diametric opposite  obscenity  aroused carnal 
passions.149 This legal definition did not translate to concrete legislation detailing when 
striptease was criminalized, thus enabling arbiters of justice in Malaya and Singapore to 
interpret obscenity differently despite working under the same legal framework. Finding a 
stripper guilty of public indecency, Ipoh magistrate Abdul Kadir bin Yusof stated that her act 
“engenders[ed] lust, incites sensuality and depraves or corrupts the minds of those who saw 
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it”.150 Conversely, Singapore magistrate J.M. Devereux-Coleburn contended that “only what 
outrages the modesty of the public” was obscene, and “it is only because of the public outcry 
against the stripteaser[sic] Rose Chan that the police have asked her not to shed her briefs”.151 
Stymied by the lack of clearly-defined laws, colonial regulation of striptease in Singapore was 
impelled by public outrage. 
Police responses were thus reactionary and delayed when ‘Model’ first appeared in 
1953. Singapore Free Press reported that the police checked on the shows after public 
complaints, but refrained from action, thus implying that the performances were acceptable to 
the police then. The shows continued for more than a month before they were removed after 
the combined pressure of public and religious organizations such as the Malayan Christian 
Council, Singapore Buddhist Federation and Chinese Young Men Christians’ Association 
(YMCA).152 The police purportedly told the getais:  
Acts like the ‘Model’ are not against the law, but they should not continue. It is best to 
change the programme from 1 April onwards. This will prevent opposition from all 
parties, and spare the police the trouble of visiting the getai at night to check if the 
performers are clothed.153  
 
Existing police protocol was evidently inadequate in covering the scenario where performances 
offended some sensibilities but did not flout the laws.  Action was only taken to placate the 
public, with getai’s monthly renewal of licenses until objectionable shows were removed. 
Nevertheless, the ‘Model’ episode provided a testing ground for striptease’s policing, as 
suspending licenses became the police’s main enforcement method.  
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This slap-on-the-wrist treatment changed when the public outcry over striptease grew. 
New licensing conditions were introduced to demarcate the parameters of permissibility. After 
Fong Fong’s license was suspended for the ‘Butterfly’ performances, the manager had to sign a 
new undertaking not to stage acts that were “dangerous, indecent, immoral or  improper” for 
the license’s reinstatement.154 Subsequent criteria included the prohibition of suggestive 
gestures, and that strippers had to stay onstage during performances instead of mingling with 
the audience. Failure to comply resulted in the revoking of permits. Strippers were also required 
to pay cash deposits that were forfeited if licensing conditions were breached.155 Furthermore, 
the police began issuing licenses on a daily, not monthly basis, thus facilitating their monitoring 
of striptease shows.156 Plainclothes officers from the Anti-Vice Branch also conducted random 
spot-checks.157 Additionally, the Singapore Immigration Department (SID) screened foreign 
yanwutuan before granting entry permits, and sometimes permits were granted only when 
yanwutuan promised not to stage striptease.158 However, as Chapter 4 will show, these 
regulatory measures were not only ineffective, but also contradicted British efforts to compete 
against the left-wing movement for moral legitimacy in the striptease controversy. 
 
Conclusion 
Striptease as 1950s getai entertainment was a product of its times. Capitalist and 
colonial modernist influences laid the foundations for the commodification of entertainment in 
colonial Singapore, which was stimulated by the brief post-war economic boom. In the broader 
social environment, post-war Singapore witnessed an increasing liberal sexual culture. 
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Striptease evolved organically outside of high politics, at least until it encounters the politics of 
nation-building and decolonization. By contrasting the historical realities of 1950s striptease to 
the public outrage outlined in Chapters 3 and 4, the reader can better appreciate how the 
spectre of striptease was constructed, reinforced and amplified. 
Although British attempts to cultivate a common Malayan identity targeted the “narrow 
bourgeois class”, the masses’ “plebeian tastes” clearly fell outside British concerns.159 Getai was 
however a pressing concern among the Chinese, who constituted the majority of getai 
audiences. This gap in perceptions subsequently blew up into an irreconcilable conflict where 
the Chinese saw British disregard for getai as condonement for ‘yellow’ culture, whereas the 
British fought an uphill battle to establish moral authority among the former. 
  
                                                 
159 Harper, End of Empire, pg.282.  
49 
 
Chapter 3: The public dialogue on striptease 
*** 
 
 Quah Sy Ren opines the 1950s anti-yellow culture campaign, during which strippers 
were persecuted, was in reality a diversion for anti-colonial attacks.160 However, the persecution 
did not only occur under the campaign’s auspices, but built upon the wider striptease 
controversy. It is thus constructive to discuss the various claims and counterclaims about 
striptease to understand how the commercial entertainment was problematized, finally 
spiralling into a political issue.  
The main avenue for this public dialogue was the newspapers. The English and Chinese 
press generated separate discursive spaces that paralleled, but did not directly engage one 
another; while journalists, letters to the editors, and newspaper reports in the English press did 
not communicate with or refer to the Chinese newspapers’ commentaries, and vice versa, both 
evinced similar concerns. When teasing out the common strands of argument, this thesis 
identifies three points of contention invalidating claims of striptease as respectable 
entertainment or art, caricaturing of strippers, and establishing striptease’s purported socio-
moral implications.  
Notwithstanding similar concerns, the English press reflected a distinct Anglophone 
voice that was expressly indulgent towards striptease. The dissonance cannot be taken as a 
simplistic east-west divide, or that the Chinese-educated were morally-conservative vis-à-vis the 
Anglophone community. Instead, it points to wider post-war socio-political developments. 
Singapore’s historical trajectory as a ‘contact zone’ between Asian and Western, regional and 
global cultures meant that locals were connected to multiple influences, including that of 
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Western-oriented, capitalist modernity.161 Both English and Chinese newspapers reported on 
the striptease scene in Europe, Hong Kong, Japan and America, and Anglophone and Chinese 
readers were exposed to varying perceptions of striptease as entertainment, and other forms of 
sexualized, popular culture. Nonetheless, Chinese newspapers struggled to maintain mass 
appeal amidst shifting understandings of culture, morality and femininity. This pressure, 
especially the disavowal of Western influences, increased as anti-colonial and nationalist 
sentiments reached fever pitch. The English press however had more unregulated space for 
diverse opinions towards striptease. 
Regardless of the negative and positive portrayals of striptease, the print media 
undeniably functioned as a “framing device” by highlighting and distorting certain incidents and 
individuals, as well as disseminating and reiterating these mediated representations.162 Rather 
than a mere platform for the public outburst, the print media actively contributed to striptease’s 
increasing removal from its realities. 
 
Striptease: art or sleaze? 
The commercialization of sex in striptease was highly contentious as it could be 
sanctified as art. However, this was ultimately dependent on what was perceived as ‘art’. The 
diverse arguments that deny or legitimize striptease as art informs the heterogeneous aesthetic 




                                                 
161 Chua Ai Lin, "Nation, Race, and Language: Discussing Transnational Identities in Colonial, Singapore, 
Circa1930", Modern Asian Studies 46, 2 (2012), pp.283-284. 
162 Thomas Johansson, “Moral panics revisited”, Young 8, 22 (2000), pg.22. 
51 
 
The Art of tease 
Although jianmei rhetoric endorsed previous displays of the female body, art now shielded 
against indecency charges. The ascription of artistic merit to striptease rested with the public, 
who tapped into diverse cultural resources when constructing their arguments. Some 
maintained that striptease was a stylized performance, while strippers were skillful artistes. Not 
everybody could striptease, as it required hours of practice, “real talent” and constant 
innovation.163 Stripteasing was distinguished from mere undressing, as the former meant 
disrobing “gracefully”, “in stages and in such a manner as to keep the audience in breathless 
attention”.164 For others, the stripper’s body was the object of appreciation. Opposing a ban on 
striptease, Singapore Free Press opined ‘a good human form is something to be admired’, while 
stripper Ying Hua (樱华)’s father explained that the art in his daughter’s shows lay in her “pubic 
area [神秘处] not being completely exposed, but was minimally covered such that it retained its 
mystery”.165 What underpinned these arguments was the recognition of striptease’s ability to 
entertain and engage at the immediate, sensory level. This is best seen in a 1953 article from 
Saturday Review (星期六), a Nanyang Siang Pau weekly supplement: 
The artistic value lay in its ability to lead the viewer from ‘introspection [冥想] to ‘genuine 
feelings [实感]’, from ‘repose for the soul [心灵坐沙发椅]’ to a ‘feast for the eyes [眼睛吃
冰淇淋]’. This methodical, step-by-step [剥笋抽蕉] manoeuvre is brilliant indeed.166  
 
 
In short, striptease began with enlivening the spirit, and culminated in the gratification of the 
senses. Striptease advertisements similarly sold this sensory and emotional experience, with one 
tagline being “beholding sensuality, letting the soul take flight [看肉感, 灵魂坐喷射机]”.167 
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Scholars have described the privileging of sensual appeal and entertainment value as “vulgarized 
aesthetics” that demarcated ‘low’ art or popular entertainment.168 The phrase “repose for the 
soul, feast for the eyes” was borrowed from Chinese intellectual Liu Na Ou (刘吶鸥) when 
defending 1930s soft-core Shanghai films against leftist critics. The latter charged soft-core films 
with “pushing China towards the destiny of colonized slaves”, and contended that films should 
serve as nation-building tools by depicting social awareness and class realities. Conversely, the 
soft-core cinema that Liu championed was devoted to entertaining the masses, and presenting 
the sensual pleasures of the urban city.169 Just as how Liu’s ‘art for art’s sake’ clashed with the 
‘art for society’s sake’ as espoused by leftist film critics, those who prized striptease as art 
embraced aesthetic standards that deviated from that of most Chinese-educated intellectuals, 
thereby suggesting ideological rifts among the Chinese-educated community.  
Another argument placed the onus on the viewer when defining if a sexual 
representation was art. In other words, art lay in the eyes of the beholder. 170 This contrasted 
with British obscenity laws, which placed the onus on the producer, who was morally obliged to 
ensure that his cultural productions did not infringe upon societal norms. During a 1955 Radio 
Malaya debate on whether Rose Chan should be banned, a Chinese female lawyer opposed a 
ban as obscenity was subjective, citing the proverb “evil to him who evil thinks [honi soit qui mal 
y pense]”.171 Likewise, Saturday Review claimed that striptease can be appreciated as art so as 
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long the viewer was “sincere” and “thinks no evil [思无邪]”. 172 Nonetheless, one reader 
rejected this perspective, arguing that state regulation of striptease was necessary to protect 
public morality, as ‘most of the striptease patrons do not show such refined artistic abilities’.173  
Strippers themselves hardly couched their performance in artistic trappings, and the 
handful that did rarely went beyond brief utterances of “striptease is an art”.174 The few times 
that strippers elaborated on their art were when Rose Chan and Ying Hua, on separate 
occasions, maintained that striptease could be crude, but was an art in its purest form. Chan 
distinguished between “clean” and “filthy” striptease, whereas Ying claimed that “striptease 
dances performed without any vulgarity in action or gesture was one of the greatest 
contributions to the Terpsichorean Art”.175 However, the strippers’ assertions went ignored 
along with their attempts to justify their professions, thereby facilitating the demonizing of 
strippers.  
 
An act of sleaze  
Critics however denied claims of striptease’s artistic merits, calling it ‘indecent’ or 
‘immoral’. Some strippers confessed to it being “pure sex”, whereas female activist Shirin Fozdar 
agreed there was no “talent involved in stripping oneself.176 Chinese newspapers especially took 
affront with striptease being marketed as art. When condemning the “exploitation of art as a 
façade”, Ye Deng distinguished between art and entertainment, stating that “art can entertain, 
but things that entertain need not be art. Sex can constitute art, but art need not include sex”.177 
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In short, striptease could be considered entertainment, but was not art. Those complicit in the 
selling of striptease as art, including newspapers, yanwutuan managers and strippers, were 
branded “vendors of sex [色情贩子]”, effectively neutralising alternative viewpoints of 
striptease’s validity.178   
If striptease was not art, what cultural product was it? Among the Chinese intellectuals, 
striptease was ‘yellow’ culture, or more specifically, “sexy culture [色情文化]”.179 While the 
Anti-Yellow Culture Council’s inauguration on August 1956 marked the anti-yellow movement’s 
institutionalization, the movement had been ongoing among the Chinese-medium schools and 
literary scene since October 1953. The rape and murder of Zhuang Yuzhen (莊玉珍) ignited 
intense social criticism, with Chung Cheng (Branch), Chinese High and Chung Hua Girls’ Middle 
School holding forums to discuss society’s moral ills, and identifying ‘yellow’ culture as the root 
of the problem. Students also organized bonfires to burn ‘yellow’ material, and showcased anti-
yellow skits and songs. Chinese newspapers, meanwhile, saw robust yet inconclusive debates 
over the definition of ‘yellow’ culture.180 The crime was but a spark to the dry tinder of anti-
colonial sentiments, burgeoning Malayan consciousness, anxieties over rapid urbanization, and 
fears of rampant moral debauchery that were underscored by the earlier ‘Model’ acts.181 
Crucially, the tragedy may have realised fears of an increasingly popular striptease, thus spurring 
the Chinese intellectuals and student activists into action.   
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When the anti-yellow culture movement kicked off in 1953, discussions on the definition 
of ‘sexy’ culture were held to concretize understandings of ‘yellow’ culture. Literary magazine 
Jiao Feng (蕉风) even organized a conference to differentiate between the romantic and 
pornographic, the latter inciting lust and poisoning the mind. Furthermore, it was a “sacrilege to 
the art world” to claim pornographic works as art, as pornography “corroded the will, destroyed 
the conscience, rotted the soul, and poisoned society”.182 Nonetheless, ‘sexy’ culture was but a 
subset of ‘yellow’ culture. Writer Chen Fan summed ‘yellow’ culture up as: 
not restricted to (cultural works) that exploit sex, excitement, mystery, suspense and 
romance, to numb and poison the masses. In short, culture that impedes progress is 
yellow culture and non-progressive culture… It promotes pessimism, fatalism and 
escapism, as well as self-indulgence.183   
 
 
Others employed a stringent criterion, with cultural works that failed to reflect 
proletariat realities being ‘yellow’.184 Crucially, writer Yao Zi (姚紫) underlined that not all sexual 
representations were ‘yellow’, and denounced the shallow equation of sex with ‘yellow’ culture. 
Citing the works of Soviet literary theorist A. K Vasiliyav and Chinese artist Huang MengTian (黄
蒙田), Yao explained that a cultural product was ‘yellow’ depending on its motivation and 
consequence. Being evil in both cause and effect, striptease was unabashedly ‘yellow’; not only 
was it created by bourgeois artistes seeking to profit from bourgeois hedonistic desires, it also 
titillated the leisure classes while leading youths and workers into a “drunken stupor”.185 
Striptease was objectionable not merely because of its smuttiness, but for its larger implications 
on society’s progression.  
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Undergirding this fixation with striptease’s artistic merits was the notion that art 
unequivocally served the nation-building’s demands.186 This utilitarian approach towards the 
arts was similar to how Malay activists, such as the Angkatan Sasterawan 50 (ASAS 50), 
deployed Malay literature and language as vehicles for the cultivation of ethnic-based 
patriotism.187 Studies on the local Chinese arts and literary scene have discussed and traced the 
development of dominant socio-political ideologies. These precepts in cultural production 
include: the reflection of local social realities especially that of the workers, that furthered social 
critique; a unique, Malayan flavour; culturally uplifting the masses, and cultivating socio-political 
awareness to facilitate the independence struggle.188 Considering such cultural understandings, 
it was little wonder that striptease with its sheer sensory and entertainment appeal was 
disqualified as art.  
Discussions of striptease’s evils were also fuelled by a perceived youth crisis, with critics 
unanimously pinpointing youths as the most at risk to corruption. A female Penang Settlement 
Councillor decried its ‘unduly unhealthy influence on growing children’, which Shenghuo Bao 
concurred with in its report on students watching striptease nightly, observing that: 
the fact that a bunch of youths are ensnared by the allure of sex, which results in 
uncontrollable impulses and lewd thoughts, is definitely detrimental to the cultivation of 
morals.189 
 
Likewise, Chen Fan warned that impressionable youths could not withstand fleshly temptations, 
and would apply what they saw to real life by “harassing girls”.190 Even people who opposed a 
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striptease ban agreed that “these shows are quite suitable for adults, but schoolchildren should 
be banned from seeing them”.191  
These arguments revealed generational anxieties over a youth menace marked by the 
proliferation of gangsterism and juvenile delinquency, especially sex-related crime. When a 
youth was charged with rape and murder, his previous invitation to a friend to watch striptease 
shows, as “Rose Chan’s strip show was very good and exciting” was used as admissible evidence 
in court.192 This established connections between striptease and sex crimes, thereby amplifying 
striptease’s harm to society’s moral fabric. Meanwhile, Qicai Bao bemoaned that girls were 
swept up in the “sexual craze [色情狂潮]”, and bringing shame upon themselves and their 
families.193 At stake here was not only social security, but also the overturning of traditional 
values and norms. This fixation with youth morality was not exclusive to Singapore, as America, 
Britain, and Japan similarly experienced moral panics over young people after WWII. Local 
youths were seen to be in dire need of moral rehabilitation, and the impending independence 
created a greater sense of urgency; youths were entrusted with the burden of nation-building, 
and the state of moral decay was detrimental to the grooming of responsible citizens.194 
Striptease thus became collateral damage in the disciplining of youths, the production and 
consumption of popular culture being subordinated to nationalist demands.  
Meanwhile, the experiences of writer Yao Zi and getai artistes illumine the cultural 
politics underpinning the labelling of a cultural product as ‘yellow’. Although the anti-yellow 
movement has typically been viewed as dominated by the Chinese-educated, my research 
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shows that it was not monolithic even among Chinese-educated supporters, but was 
complicated by parochial rivalries over socio-cultural authority, thus underlining Loh Kah Seng’s 
observations on the Chinese masses’ political ambivalence.195 The Chinese-educated hence 
cannot be painted in broad strokes as homogenously puritanical or left-inclined.   
Yao Zi’s aforementioned dissection of striptease’s ‘yellow’ were ironically in response to 
accusations of being a ‘yellow’ author, as some of his works had contained drawings of nude 
females and featured ‘disreputable’ characters like dance hostesses. Among his critics were 
mosquito papers Ti Press and Sin Lit Pau, and student literary periodicals Wasteland (荒地) and 
The Cultivator (耕耘).196 Conversely, Yao’s understandings of ‘yellow’ culture was adopted by 
the Singapore Chinese Middle School Students Union (SCMSSU)’s Yock Eng High School (育英中
校) Branch, which published his treatise in their newsletter, Information News.197 When 
rehabilitating Yao posthumously, local writers Luo Ming (骆明) and Xie Ke (谢克) disclosed how 
Chinese writers engaged in inter-factional rivalry amidst the anti-yellow movement, discrediting 
those outside their literary circles. To Luo and Xie, Yao was a victim of circumstances, his verbal 
lynching a result of espousing literary ideals that deviated from that of Fang Xiu (方修)’s faction, 
which endorsed a narrower interpretation of ‘yellow’ culture that branded most representations 
of sex and women as ‘yellow’. Fang’s faction had a wider readership among student activists and 
trade unionists, and was the pre-eminent literary representative of the anti-yellow discourse.198 
Though Fang and Yao’s factions converged in the use of literature as a social critique and 
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condemned the exploitation of sex, they clashed over ‘yellow’ culture’s nuances. Xu Naixiang (徐
迺翔) and local writer Meng Yi (孟毅) attribute the disparate interpretations of ‘yellow’ culture 
to a shallow grasp of the subject.199 However, the discordance was not merely conceptual, but 
also a struggle among Chinese intellectuals to dictate the anti-yellow movement’s ideological 
basis.  
This struggle for cultural legitimacy is best seen from the challenges that professional 
entertainers faced when combating striptease. Striptease was policed from outside and within 
the entertainment industry, with getai artistes initiating a war against striptease, possibly to 
acquire cultural legitimacy and eradicate competition. After all, other entertainers were 
relegated to playing second fiddle as striptease became core attractions, notwithstanding that 
sketches, songs and sideshows remained part of the getai repertoire. Getai artistes emphasized 
this marginalization when defending themselves against castigation. Ex-artiste Kwan Sin Ngee 
(关新艺) revealed how strippers often used their popularity as leverage against the other getai 
artistes: 
If not for us [strippers] stripping, how would you [getai artistes] survive? The audience is 
here to watch us strip, and not to hear you sing nor watch you act.200  
 
 Portraying themselves as victims of circumstances and the strippers’ bullying, rather than 
complicit perpetrators of sleaze, the artistes strove to disassociate themselves from striptease.  
The distancing manifested through the formation of new performing troupes to 
promote ‘healthy’ entertainment. One such troupe was the 1955 Spring-and-Dawn Drama 
Society (春晓剧社), which aspired to dramatic productions that were “more progressive and 
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orthodox” than the light-hearted getai fare.201 Nevertheless, ex-getai artiste Kwan Sin Ngee, 
who became a member of the Society, admitted that it was poorly received, as student activists 
and Chinese intellectuals remained disdainful of professional entertainers, whereas regular getai 
patrons were unimpressed by the ‘healthy’, less appealing programmes.202 Although some of the 
Chinese literati had patronized getai prior its erotic turn, appetite for getai waned with the anti-
yellow movement. In a clear distancing from getai, student activists even boycotted ‘healthy’ 
songs that getai artistes adapted to ‘tofu songs’.203  
The lacklustre support persisted even with the PAP’s 1959 anti-yellow purge. Hoping 
that the striptease clampdown would create breathing space for getai artistes to pursue their 
theatrical interests instead of catering to popular tastes, Kwan Sin Ngee and other like-minded 
artistes formed the Masses Theatrical Society (大众剧场) in 1960. Considering that the getai 
scene was almost dead then, the artistes had practical incentive to switch to formal artistic 
productions. Nonetheless, the Society was ridiculed even before opening night, with one critic 
commenting that the artistes were trying to “revive the dead in a new form [借尸还魂]”.204 Ex-
getai artistes Kwan Sin Ngee, Bai Yan and Wang Sha lamented how professional entertainers 
were discriminated against when they attempted to traverse the chasm between “serious [严
肃]” and “frivolous [不正经]” cultural productions. Literary critics and amateur performing 
groups often relegated getai artistes’ ‘serious’ productions to ‘frivolous’ entertainment. To Bai, 
the amateur groups’ disdain for professional entertainers belied jealousy of the latter’s polished 
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skills.205 By orientating the historical lens towards a risqué, commercial entertainment, this 
thesis evinces the cultural politics that underpinned the Chinese-educated’s endeavours to 
redefine Chinese culture. It echoes Andrew Jones in rejecting the simplistic bifurcation of 
commercialized, ‘frivolous’ entertainment, and ‘progressive’, ‘serious’ art.206 Boundaries 
between the legitimate and illegitimate were jealously-guarded instead of being infallible truth. 
While arbitrating exemplary culture, Chinese intellectuals and student activists also functioned 
as gate-keepers, denying contenders’ participation in ‘serious’ cultural production, and 
delegitimizing divergent views. 
 
Sensationalist striptease – striptease’s portrayal in the mosquito press  
Regardless of striptease’s contentious artistic merit, it was acknowledged as 
newsworthy material. The fact that striptease news occupied the prime spot in the mosquito 
newspapers’ entertainment sections, even for those that rejected striptease’s artistic value, 
implies a tacit nod to a substantial readership for striptease news. After all, the mosquito press 
specialized in sensationalist and entertainment news, and catered to the urban proletariat who 
frequented getai entertainment.207 Nonetheless, newspapers could not favour striptease openly 
or risk retribution from rivals. Although Timothy Harper and Lim Cheng Tju surmised that the 
mosquito papers’ “sex-ploitation” was anti-colonial propaganda, this thesis contends that the 
mosquito press’s incongruous juxtaposition of sex and the seditious was essentially a form of 
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bending as the wind blows.208 As mosquito newspapers tread the tightrope between commercial 
interests and the fact that the legitimacy of newspaper periodicals, as cultural productions, was 
dependent on their “educational purpose” and “utility in the development of a robust national 
culture”, various strategies were employed to justify their coverage of striptease.209 What 
ensued was an overall ambivalence towards striptease.  
This ambivalence was apparent from articles that disparaged striptease, but were 
accompanied by the strippers’ “sensuous shots [肉感镜头]”.210 Sanctimonious statements of 
striptease’s evils were also used to nullify reports on striptease. The reports entailed vivid 
descriptions of striptease shows, praise of the strippers’ luscious bodies, as well as information 
on ticket prices and performance location, but concluded with denunciations of striptease or 
moralizing advice for strippers to forswear stripteasing. Others affected the art critic, creating 
assessment criteria for the performances, including stage lighting and setup, the stripper’s 
figure, novelty, daringness, and audience’s reception. One yanwutuan was commended for 
promoting Chinese music instead of relying on Western songs, while another was criticized for 
its “unnatural” and “plain” striptease.211  The mosquito press also complained about the over-
usage of “mountainous peaks and snow-white thighs”, which were “boring for the audience [看
者乏味]” and “static [千篇一律]”.212 Instead of representing general sentiments towards 
striptease, these remarks can be interpreted as the newspapers’ attempts to align themselves 
with dominant ideologies on culture, under which striptease was dismissed as crude 
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entertainment. Despite disclaimers that they were “objectively critiquing [客观评价]” and “not 
promoting striptease”, the critiques often doubled as descriptions of striptease in lurid prose.213  
Additionally, mosquito newspapers were inconsistent in their striptease coverage, the 
inconsistency occurring even within the same newspaper. When attempting an “objective” 
comparison of the 1953 ‘Model’ acts, a Ye Deng journalist pen-named “drunkard (醉汉)” 
underlined that he was “discussing the performances’ pros and cons, and was not concerned 
with who stripped the most or who was really naked”.214 Five issues later, a caustic commentary 
by ‘half-wit (半傻)’ taunted the getai to be more upfront about their “dissemination of sleaze’” 
and proposed a “healthy bosom competition” where ‘models’ exposed their bosoms for 
assessment.215  
While ambiguous in their commentaries, mosquito newspapers were quick to jump onto 
moral lapses in their rivals’ striptease news. Ye Deng shamed an unnamed newspaper for waxing 
lyrical about a stripper’s figure, calling it “a yellow, influential publication”.216 The newspaper in 
question was most probably mainstream newspaper Nanfang Wanbao, Ye Deng’s favourite 
target, as seen in Ye Deng’s frequent haranguing of the former.217 Mosquito papers frequently 
construed mainstream newspapers as the enemy, which the former fought against in the name 
of justice.218 Mainstream newspapers thus had to issue occasional denunciations of striptease to 
deflect charges of perpetuating ‘yellow’ culture. A possible tactic to divert attention from their 
own striptease news, it also allowed the mosquito press to claim cultural-moral authority by 
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unmasking ‘yellow’ publications. This usage of the striptease controversy as an arena to engage 
in inter-rivalry was to persist during the 1956 anti-yellow culture campaign.   
 
 
Figure 13: Photograph of a stripper from the Kiss of Fire yanwutuan. 
(Source: QCB, 22nd February 1957, pg.1) 
Figure 14: ‘Sensuous shots’ of getai 
artiste Loh Lin  
(Source: YD, 28th May 1953, pg.2 & 
26th March 1953, pg.2 & 4th 






Figure 15: Photograph of getai artiste-turn-stripper Ying Hua 
(Source: YD, 23rd March 1954, pg.7.) 
Figure 16: Photograph of Rose Chan in Qicai Bao. 







Figure 17: Advertisement for New Ouyang Hong gewujutuan. 
(Source: GSB, 23rd July 1957, pg.1) 
Figure 18: Advertisement for Kiss of 
Fire yanwutuan. 




Striptease as a social issue  
Divested of its realities as commercial entertainment, striptease was increasingly 
rendered a conspicuous stage for critics to articulate their various interests, with public 
discussions expanding to what it represented instead. It was this mutually-reinforcing process 
that sustained striptease’s ‘hot-button’ status, under which the entertainment itself ceased to 
be the primary concern.  
 
The stripper: ‘good girl’, ‘bad girl’ 
As commentaries on striptease shifted away from the performance’s validity to its 
repercussions on society, the performer herself became a subject of public scrutiny. However, 
strippers were reduced into polarized stereotypes of the ‘good girl’ and ‘bad girl’ than presented 
as complex characters. Even when strippers articulated opinions on the controversy, the press 
mediated these opinions, whereas the strippers’ self-representations reaffirmed their 
stereotypes. This essentialisation can be read as the creation of ‘folk devils’, the perpetrators 
and personification of the threatening phenomena, which in turn intensifies the perceived 
danger of the latter.219 With strippers embodying the evils of striptease, critics now had a clear 
target to attack. 
Early reactions to stripteasing were more restrained, with a Ye Deng journalist allocating 
responsibility for the 1953 ‘Model’ acts to the performer, getai manager and audience. 
Nonetheless, the journalist concluded that the biggest fault lay with getai managers, who 
exploited the audience’s weaknesses.220 However, strippers soon bore the brunt of public 
harangue, even when most were employees instead of employers.  Strippers were ‘bad girls’  
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money-grubbing and morally-depraved. This generalization built upon extant prejudices against 
female entertainers. According to Arrow News, socialites, dance hostesses and singers became 
strippers as they “lusted after wealth and fame [羡慕虚荣]”.221 Striptease was impelled by the 
female entertainers’ greed in the first place, which fuelled more greed when they became 
strippers. When masturbatory gestures were included in the striptease, Cheng Bao quipped that 
the strippers were “ecstatically digging for cash in their briefs”.222 The mosquito press also 
played up the strippers’ moral failings, regaling readers with tales of strippers cavorting with 
men, thus extending the stripper’s indiscriminate sexuality onstage to her private life. It was 
unsurprising that strippers were viewed as agents of moral corruption, not pitiable victims. 
Nanfang Wanbao charged Rose Chan with being a “yellow poisonous snake [黄色毒蛇]”, the 
metaphor here foisting on Chan culpacy in yellow culture propagation.223  
English and Chinese newspapers represented strippers differently, underlining disparate 
cultural standards and understandings of femininity. Unlike Chinese newspapers, the English 
press were unfettered from ideological burdens nor faced practical constraints of aggressive 
inter-rivalry. Reflecting Western modernist influences and sensitivity towards local 
developments, English newspapers displayed outright sympathy towards strippers while 
reporting the strippers’ castigation and legal transgressions. Strippers were often depicted as 
sexy, yet harmless ‘girls’ who were ultimately struggling for their livelihoods. In an expose on 
strippers, a Straits Times journalist described them as:    
more level-headed than ordinary working girls and are security conscious to a high 
degree and not likely to let their hearts rule their heads… so you girls who live a sedate 
life as a stenographer or typist need not envy these songstresses and their high salaries 
they command. There is little of the ‘bed of roses’ existence in their life[sic]. 224  
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In this rendering, the stripper’s profession did not define her individual character, which 
remained untainted. The journalist even corrected impressions of materialistic strippers by 
extolling their down-to-earth qualities. This support for strippers may have contributed to 
perceptions of the English-educated’s “receptiveness to ‘yellow culture”’, which earned the 
Chinese-educated’s “contempt”.225 
Conversely, Chinese press reports on disadvantaged strippers seldom moved beyond 
the gold-digger archetype. Notwithstanding extenuating circumstances, the stripper was held 
culpable for stripteasing. Cheng Bao recounted the story of stripper Chan Hong (陈虹), who quit 
the scene after marrying, but became a dance hostess when abandoned by her husband. 
However, she rejoined stripteasing after ‘seeing how lucrative it was as compared to being a 
dance hostess’.226 Chan Hong’s resumption of striptease was thus attributed to her greed than 
plight. Even if journalists felt otherwise in reality, the Chinese press’s inter-rivalry prevented 
them from vocalizing these sentiments.  
Strippers defended themselves to little avail amidst the condemnation. Reiterating the 
English press’s representations of strippers as labourers, Rose Chan claimed that she was merely 
a “decent girl trying to earn an honest living”.227 An ex-stripper argued that the stripper was 
responsible for not only her own livelihood, but that of the entire yanwutuan as well; hence, a 
striptease ban would worsen unemployment in the entertainment industry.228 However, the 
Malayan Chinese Association (MCA)’s Woman’s Wing (Penang) retorted that there were other 
ways to support oneself, and strippers were mistaken to choose one that endangered society’s 
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morals.229 Another argument was that the audience consciously decided to attend striptease 
performances, and strippers should be absolved from guilt. Chan reportedly advised Malay 
women to “mind their husbands” instead of agitating for a ban on her performances, but 
Shenghuo Bao dismissed her argument as “insolent words”.230 Not only was the strippers’ self-
defence invalidated, their resistance was limited to echoing extant representations of strippers. 
This reflects what subaltern studies argue as the inaccessibility of the subaltern ‘voice’; the 
subaltern’s self-representation operated within dominant discourses, which erased the 
subaltern’s authentic voice.231 Stifled and caricatured in public discussions, strippers were 
rendered free-for-all spaces upon which various groups articulated their ideas.  
The dichotomous essentialisation of strippers carried over to discussions on their 
philanthropic efforts. Considering the English press’s indulgence towards strippers, it was 
unsurprising that newspapers referred to the ‘hooker-with-the-heart-of-gold’, a classic 
archetype in both Western and Chinese literature. Mary Magdalene and Nancy from Charles 
Dickens’s Oliver Twist are striking examples of the ‘hooker-with-the-heart-of-gold’ in Western 
culture. On the other hand, the dovetailing of feminist and nationalist movements in China 
enabled ‘fallen’ women, such as Shanghai courtesan Jian Bing, to be recast as patriotic citizen 
contributing to the nation’s survival.232 Nonetheless, dominant anti-yellow culture discourses, 
coupled with extant prejudices towards strippers and gutter journalism, resulted in the 
strippers’ earning of social acceptance being repudiated among the Chinese-educated.  
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The ‘hooker-with-a-heart-of-gold’ archetype was not specific to the English press, but 
also appeared in Chinese newspaper accounts. The cabarets’ charity drives under the National 
Salvation Movement set the precedence for female entertainers’ patriotic contributions. The 
outbreak of the Sino-Japanese war evoked an outpouring of overseas Chinese nationalism, and 
Chinese community leaders organized the Movement to rally support for China’s war relief 
efforts.233 The Chinese community was also mobilized during Nanyang University (Nantah)’s 
establishment, seen as essential for preserving Chinese cultural identity in the new Malayan 
nation.234 Donating to the university’s building fund became the most honourable form of social 
and patriotic activism. This was no exception for the entertainment industry. The Singapore 
Dance Hostesses Association held a five-day fund-raising drive, during which Rose Chan 
performed the hula dance. Ye Deng praised her “warm-heartedness”, saying that she “brought 
honour to the dance hostesses”.235 Participation in these greater causes thus provided a morally 
legitimizing force for female entertainers.  
While female entertainers previously attained public recognition by contributing to 
community projects, strippers were unable to obtain the symbolic capital accrued. In the first 
place, strippers were morally-suspect, as seen in the anti-yellow culture play ‘Well done on 
beating (打得好)’. Written in 1954 by playwright Song Ren (宋人), it told of a crowd punishing a 
stripper and her bodyguard.236 The stripper was marginalized socially and communally in the 
play, not only failing to contribute to Nantah, but also causing moral degradation. In reality, 
strippers donated substantially, but were so essentialised that their charitable largess failed to 
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register with the Chinese-educated. Nonetheless, public perceptions of strippers as anti-social 
may have spurred the strippers’ increased charitable contributions to ameliorate further 
vituperation. 
 Crucially, the anti-yellow movement promoted an increasingly dogmatic position 
against ‘yellow’ culture, which overrode the all-embracing, broad-mindedness that underpinned 
Nantah’s initial fund-raising drive. A yanwutuan had volunteered for Nantah’s 1956 charity 
drive, staging Peking opera to avoid antagonizing anti-yellow groups. Nonetheless, the 
Singapore Chinese Middle School Student Union (SCMSSU) and leftist-linked Xin Bao condemned 
the presence of ‘yellow’ entertainment at the charity drive, with Xin Bao dismissing the 
yanwutuan’s contributions as “pittance [区区之数]”. Shenghuo Bao called its rival ‘childish and 
intolerable’, retorting, “What amount, then, would not be considered pittance, and would 
satisfy our brothers at Xin Bao?”237 Another Shenghuo Bao article agreed that such opposition 
was reasonable given ‘yellow’ culture’s pervasiveness, but discrimination against charitable 
causes was “overkill while righting a wrong [矫枉过正]”.238 Regardless of its stance on 
stripteasing for charity, Shenghuo Bao was clearly exploiting the controversy for its own 
interests. This exploitation was also evident in Tie Bao’s sensationalistic portrayal of Rose Chan’s 
performance at Rediffusion (Kuala Lumpur)’s fund-raising night. Tie Bao waxed lyrical about 
Chan’s dance, emphasizing that it elicited “funny noises” from the audience.239 With striptease 
the focus instead of Chan’s charitable merits, the press effectively perpetuated the image of the 
licentious stripper. 
The English press rarely moved beyond conventional discourses of strippers as ‘good 
girls’ when acknowledging the latter’s charitable merits. When reporting on how Penang 
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community leaders protested against Rose Chan’s striptease for the Penang Welfare Month 
fund, Straits Times expressed support for the stripper via the headline, “They attack the girl who 
dared all for charity”.240 Singapore Standard’s glowing review of Chan at Rediffusion’s fund-
raising night contrasted with Tie Bao’s exploitative one. Chan was described as a talented artiste 
who set aside her economic interests for the community, with the same authorities who 
condemned her shows acknowledging her generosity.241 Nonetheless, such instances of explicit 
appreciation in the English press diminished when striptease was depicted as a threat to nation-
building under the anti-yellow campaign.  
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Between Us and Them 
The strippers’ demonization acquired a touch of xenophobia when foreign entertainers 
were involved, particularly yanwutuan. Although yanwutuan mostly comprised of local and 
foreign performers whereas some were entirely local, yanwutuan were often generalized as 
“foreign (外地]” performers who “came to Singapore in search of money [南来淘金]”.242 The 
conflation of the stripper’s essentialisation with anti-foreign sentiments became a springboard 
to disputing citizenship issues, a major bone of contention among the Chinese. 
Foreign entertainers were initially well-received among local Chinese. In fact, getai turned 
to Hong Kong entertainers to revive their flagging businesses. The infusion of fresh blood was 
highly appreciated, with singers such as Chang Loo (张露) being getai’s “secret weapon”.243 The 
Chinese press was even able to distinguish between different waves of foreign performers, a 
nuanced perception soon overridden by the antipathy towards yanwutuan. Ye Deng noted how 
localization affects foreign entertainers’ popularity; although artistes such as Bai Yan (白言) and 
Lu Ding (路丁) were recent immigrants, they were less popular than Argentine yanwutuan, 
having lost their novelty after integrating into local society.244  
Local antagonism grew when dancers, singers and socialites began traveling to 
Singapore and Malaya in droves, driven by Malaya’s booming economy and overcrowded 
conditions in Hong Kong. The Chinese press bestowed the unflattering title “gold-diggers [淘金
女朗]” upon these entertainers, with Singapore being their “goldmine [金窟]”.245 Displeasure 
was however reserved for lower-class entertainers; celebrities like Grace Chang (葛兰) were 
warmly welcomed. This derision gained strength when yanwutuan, which were mostly from 
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Macau and Hong Kong, started to swarm Singapore. The coming of yanwutuan was an organic 
development in local consumption of popular, commercialized entertainment; titillating acts 
were in demand and hence profitable. Concomitantly, the anti-yellow movement and nascent 
local consciousness precipitated yanwutuan’s delegitimisation. Yanwutuan were labeled 
opportunistic copycats who capitalized on getai’s eroticization and perpetuated the “winds of 
licentiousness [淫风]”.246 Not only were yanwutuan regarded as immoral, the Chinese press was 
also staking a claim on being the authentic cultural source on behalf of the local entertainment 
industry. Nanfang Wanbao remarked that some yanwutuan performances were too bland for 
“Singaporean taste”: 
As the saying goes, ‘when in Rome, do as Romans do’. Singaporeans have their own 
interests as well. In order to connect with the audiences, foreign entertainers should 
study the local taste before customizing their repertoire. If not, foreign ‘side dishes’ may 
not suit local palettes.247  
 
What is striking was the assertion of a “local taste”, and how it was a model of reference for 
foreign entertainers. Instead of deferring to Hong Kong and Shanghai as traditional cultural 
centres, it implied that local taste was authentic and legitimate in its own right. This suggests the 
“deterritorialization” of getai entertainment from its Shanghai gewutuan origins, and its 
assimilation into the Singapore socio-cultural landscape.248 The local consciousness that surfaced 
in getai, with lines being drawn between the ‘self’ and ‘other’, parallels endeavours to develop a 
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unique Malayan style in the literary and arts scene.249  Additionally, news of yanwutuan 
performers taking up prostitution in Singapore further reinforced yanwutuan’s sleazy image.250  
Adding to the potent mix of xenophobia and prejudice against female entertainers was 
the citizenship issue, the resultant confluence of tensions materializing on the legislative level. In 
1952, Feng Bao reported a Legislative Council member proposing a ban on Hong Kong ‘gold-
diggers’. The unnamed Council member claimed that allowing ‘gold-diggers’ into Singapore was 
ill-advised since entry was restricted to prevent “infiltration of undesirables that disrupts local 
security”. It was also ludicrous for businessmen to be hampered by entry regulations despite 
their economic contributions, when ‘gold-diggers’ were allowed despite coming to “leech off 
Singapore’s wealth”. Moreover, ‘gold-diggers’ constituted a security threat: 
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In these chaotic times, espionage can be conducted easily. Famous spies were mostly 
women instead of men; hence, women who appear as high-profile entertainers and 
socialites are actually the most dangerous.251 
 
While this appears fallacious and misogynistic, it is interesting how the Council member 
employed Emergency security concerns and rhetoric of the foreign, female entertainer as gold-
digger to drive home his unhappiness over entry regulations. The British had aimed to restrict 
travel back and forth China to limit the spread of communist influences, and introduced the 
1949 Emergency Ordinance. Under the Ordinance, non-citizens who were local-born were 
nonetheless ‘aliens’, and had to obtain entry permits when returning from China and Hong 
Kong. The restriction greatly inconvenienced Chinese businessmen who frequently travelled. It 
also aroused Chinese resentment towards colonial citizenship policies, prompting the Singapore 
Chinese Chamber of Commerce to lobby for citizenship rights in 1951.252 The striptease 
controversy thus grants insight to how Chinese elites negotiated for a more favourable 
citizenship policy, with foreign entertainers scapegoated as femme fatales and security 
liabilities. It also set the precedence for strippers to serve as ammunition against colonial 
immigration policies, which Chapter 4 will further elaborate.  
 
Striptease and the feminist movement  
Compared to the male public’s knee-jerk responses when striptease first surfaced, 
women exhibited delayed reactions. Reactions were varying, capturing the subjectivity of 
women’s experiences in post-war Singapore. Mediated by the English and Chinese press, 
women’s opinions on the debates underscore divides in gender norms between the 
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Anglophones and Chinese-educated. The controversy also saw the unfolding of gender politics 
and competing women’s movements. Some women activists dismissed it as irrelevant to their 
cause, while others drew strength from the nationalist and anti-yellow movements, and 
appropriated the outcry over striptease as a legitimate stage to establish the female presence. 
Initial women’s responses as presented in the English newspapers demonstrated 
openness towards striptease, signalling the broader liberalization of gender and social relations 
in post-war Singapore. Nonetheless, this evoked anxieties among the male public, as seen in the 
subsequent disparaging of women reformers.253 Disagreeing with the proposal by the women’s 
wing (Kaum Ibu) of Penang’s United Malays National Organization (UMNO) to ban Rose Chan, a 
local Malay woman argued that “other people might find nothing wrong with it”.254 Others 
interviewed for their opinions on the 1955 Radio Malaya forum, which discussed the advisability 
of a ban on Chan, agreed the public was kicking up a fuss over nothing. A Malay telephone 
receptionist commented “these men are being very stuffy”, while another Indian social worker 
asked critics to “mind their own business[sic]”.255 Such broad-mindedness was unseen in the 
Chinese press. On one hand, Chinese newspapers were hard-pressed to project an anti-
striptease image, thus closing off avenues for Chinese-educated women to express any 
acceptance. Crucially, there was no room for Chinese-educated women’s liberalness amidst the 
hegemony of anti-yellow and nationalists discourses. In his survey of anti-yellow culture plays, 
Neo Hai Bin observes that women were one-sidedly represented as embodiments of yellow 
culture, which highlight the hegemonic understandings of femininity that Chinese-educated 
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women struggled against.256 This stigmatization made it even harder to publically defy anti-
yellow rhetoric by condoning striptease.  
By appropriating striptease as a women’s issue, and adding it to the social issues under 
their jurisdiction, female politicians in Malaya created spaces for themselves as arbiters of public 
morality instead of their ancillary role in rallying votes for the political party.257 The presentation 
of women as sex objects in striptease was construed as an affront to the women’s movement. In 
1955, a delegate from Penang’s Kaum Ibu moved a resolution for the local UMNO to pressure 
the Settlement Government to ban Rose Chan. She challenged the Government to “do its duty 
to the womanhood of this country”, and if it could not, “then let UMNO do it” in order to “let 
the people know that we, the female of the species, have a sense of decency and self-respect”. 
This established UMNO’s politico-moral authority vis-à-vis the colonial Government, while 
articulating a feminine identity that was politically-conscious and socially-active. Another female 
delegate reaffirmed the antithetical relationship between striptease and female emancipation, 
proclaiming “at a time like the present when women are getting equal status with men, it is not 
right to that we make public exhibitions of ourselves in front of men”.258   
In Singapore, the variable responses of women’s organizations reveal the divergent 
trajectories of local women’s movements. SWF joined Kaum Ibu in positioning itself as a 
nationalist, feminist body fighting against obscenity. During its inaugural meeting on 6 August 
1956, SWF declared itself a “women’s organization” and that “the interests of women in many 
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ways are inseparable with the interests of the people”, the ‘interests’ here being “merdeka 
[independence]”.259 Earlier on, the 1955 Rendel Constitution and general elections had set 
Singapore on the path of self-governance.260 SWF also attributed women’s “sufferings and 
miseries” to the “rampant spread and propagation of sexy culture”, which was “the product of 
colonialism”. Alleviation of women’s problems was therefore achievable only through 
“determined opposition to yellow culture”, “end[ing] colonial rule and to attain 
independence”.261 The identification of striptease with colonialism was reflective of the 
intertwining anti-yellow and nationalist movements, under which yellow culture’s eradication 
became part of the anti-colonial resistance. Hence, SWF prioritized the elimination of striptease 
not only because the entertainment was oppression-inducing ‘sexy’ culture, but due to the 
convergence of feminist and nationalist goals.    
Other local women’s associations were comparatively inactive in the debates. Aside 
from the SWF, the only other organization that commented on striptease was the Singapore 
Council of Women’s Organizations (SCW). However, the regulation of striptease was not a 
pressing issue on SCW’s agenda. Under Shirin Fozdar, the SCW focused on ending polygamy and 
lobbying for the 1961 Women’s Charter.262 Apart from Fozdar’s letter to Straits Times rejecting 
striptease’s artistic merit, the only time SCW commented on striptease was when Chief Minister 
Lim Yew Hock requested suggestions to curb prostitution. SCW’s main proposed solution was 
the ending of polygamy, with a striptease ban being secondary.263 This is not to say that SCW 
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had no impact on striptease’s regulation. Fozdar’s denunciations of Singapore as “one big 
brothel” was used by Legislative Councillor Lee Choon Eng to fuel his request for a striptease 
ban, which he argued would help clear Singapore’s name.264 Fozdar’s disparaging remarks were 
made in context of Singapore’s prostitution and polygamy problems, which she drew attention 
to during her speech at the 1958 Afro-Asian Women’s Conference in Colombo.265 The subdued 
responses of local women’s associations as compared to their Malaya counterparts rendered 
the local striptease debates an overall male-dominated one. The fact that the male public 
challenged the women activists’ striptease regulation further suggests that arbitrary power lay 
in male hands.  
SCW’s dismissal of the striptease controversy as compared to SWF reveals conflicting 
agendas and strategies, notwithstanding that both adopted the institutional route in addressing 
women’s issues. For SWF, female emancipation was achieved with national liberation, while 
striptease’s abolishment was indispensable to the anti-colonial struggle. SCW’s energies were 
channelled to advancing women’s civil rights, while affiliations with political parties were 
rejected for fear that women’s issues were exploited as political currency.266 The divergence in 
paths is most evident from how SCW cold-shouldered offers to join SWF, which it saw as a “rival 
body” with the “same aims and objectives as our own” but had the “additional aim of seeing 
Merdeka”. Not only was SWF’s sincerity “in their desire to help women” doubted, SWF also 
represented “rivalry” that “did not help the Women's Cause, but hampered our[SCW’s] 
work”.267 It can thus be concluded that local women activists’ war against striptease occurred 
within the nationalist and anti-yellow movements. 
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 With the alignment of feminist and nationalist movements, women activists found it 
their nationalist duty to uphold the morality of youth and society. Crucially, women activists 
could achieve public recognition by sounding the battle cry against striptease. The local Chinese 
press applauded a joint petition by Penang’s Kaum Ibu and MCA’s women’s wing for stringent 
licensing conditions.268 In July 1956, SWF advocated a ban on pornography and striptease that 
would “spoil the minds of people, especially the young”, while urging women in Singapore and 
Malaya to ‘stop the spread of yellow culture’. Lauding SWF’s exploits, a letter to Singapore 
Standard urged other women’s organizations to back SWF in the protection of “the morals of 
husbands, wives, and children of every home”. The anti-striptease crusade established SWF’s 
socio-moral credentials, as seen in Lim Chin Siong’s defence of SWF president Linda Chen during 
a PAP rally. Protesting against Lim Yew Hock’s anti-communist crackdown, during which Chen 
was arrested, the left-wing politician asserted that “all she did was to tell the Government that 
in Singapore today there are too many striptease dancers and that a lot of young people went to 
see these shows daily”.269 Lim’s emphasis on the crusade attests to how SWF’s efforts and the 
striptease controversy resonated with the crowd, such that both were exploited to undermine 
Lim Yew Hock’s regime. By pursuing feminist visions within the nationalist framework, SWF 
received the backing of student and cultural bodies, trade unions and political parties, including 
the PAP, Singapore Factory and Shop Worker’s Union, and Singapore Traction Company 
Employee’s Union. Labour Front also pledged to help SWF “fight immorality, vice and 
corruption”.270 Unsurprisingly, SCW garnered lacklustre response when lobbying for feminist 
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issues that were outside national interests, such as the Monogamous Marriage Bill.271 Although 
well-received by labour activists and nationalists, SWF’s participation in the anti-colonial 
struggle precipitated its downfall.  
However, the growing female public presence rankled some nerves, the uneasiness 
crystallizing in commentaries of both striptease proponents and opponents. While the 
controversy opened new spaces for women activists to augment their public standing, they 
grappled with traditional gender hierarchies and lacked real power to exercise their moral 
authority. A reader who resented their “sanctimonious crusade” mocked their femininity, 
trivializing their intentions for moral policing:  
The female of the species is more dangerous than the male. This is particularly true of 
the Puritan species. Puritan females are usually blowsy, de-sexed or hyper-sexed-
frustrated women. Naturally they are envious of the charms of their more exotic 
‘immoral’ sisters.272  
 
The assessment of women activists as over-zealous prudes was echoed in a Straits Times article 
on female censorship of striptease in Seremban, with the shows becoming “nothing more than a 
swimsuit parade”. It further claimed most agreed that censorship “should be left to men” as 
“women would be biased” when reviewing striptease shows.273 Efforts to dictate standards of 
male adult entertainment were rebuffed, and resulted in women activists being pigeon-holed 
into the ‘jealous wife’ stereotype.274 Although Qicai Bao’s cartoon disproved the notion of 
female biasness, it relegated female censorship to the wives’ attempts to keep their husbands in 
line. While shows that men expected to fail the women’s censorship were passed, female 
censors were labelled the “wives team [太太团]” who were worried about their husbands 
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visiting striptease shows.275 This lack of power was symptomatic of feminist movements in 
decolonized states, where women activists had trouble enacting reforms without state 
endorsement. In Indonesia, efforts by women activists to end polygamy only succeeded when in 
line with Suharto’s plans to de-politicize Islam and consolidate state authority.276 Furthermore, 
the conflation of feminist and nationalist discourses did not guarantee mass support. Tie Bao 
mocked SWF supporters for “succumbing to feminine wiles [拜倒石榴裙下]” and “hiding behind 
women’s skirts”.277 Not only was SWF’s leadership of the anti-obscenity campaign undermined, 
its supporters were discredited as well.  
Ironically, others saw the erotic shows as a repercussion of female emancipation. One 
letter to Singapore Standard complained: 
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Emancipated women vindicate their independence by performing acts which are in 
nature serio-comic but the more ruinous part of it is that they efface all their finesses 
and delicacy of their race which have been from time immemorial been such laudable 
and sought after characteristics. 
 
Female participation in social activities such as “smoking pipes, donning men’s clothes, downing 
drinks, consorting in dance halls” was also lumped with striptease as “obnoxious acts”.278 The 
reader’s understanding of female emancipation saw women venturing into exclusively-male 
spheres, an act that was equated with permissiveness. Another reader concurred by linking the 
growing women’s movement and proliferating displays of female sexuality, lamenting that 
bikini, belly-dancing and striptease were the “price of women’s emancipation”.279 Taken with 
the challenges to the women activists’ moral policing, these comments were essentially both 
sides of the same coin  adverse reactions to nascent female assertiveness and autonomy. 
Kartini Saparudin notes parallel anxieties over Malay women’s modernization, the development 
of confident women empowered by education and employment generating unease among 
Malay intellectuals.280 Amidst shifting social realities, women’s public presence was increasingly 
felt in the political and socio-cultural fronts, be it via their engagement in social activism or 
flaunting their bodies in public. Nonetheless, both dissenters and supporters of striptease 




Conducted in multiple discursive spheres, public exchanges over striptease provides a 
glimpse of the participants’ diverse interests. This thriving public opinion was a by-product of 
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the ‘widening of the public sphere’, which was fostered by post-war British efforts at orderly 
decolonization and nation-building.281  Hence, the controversy over striptease serves as a 
potential prism through which to the pluralities of post-war Singapore, especially that of culture, 
morality and femininity, can be viewed.  
 In all, there was no intrinsic, monolithic view of striptease. Instead, participants 
ascribed their own interpretations to the entertainment, a dynamic process that was shaped by 
their own navigations of the socio-political milieu. As concern over striptease heightened, the 
issue was further appropriated for various purposes, which in turn fuelled and sustained the 
spectre. This process was amplified by the print media, which actively perpetuated and engaged 
in the myth-making of striptease. The cumulative effect was striptease’s aggrandizement to an 
urgent, explosive issue. Compounded with the independence struggle’s centripetal effect on 
prevailing socio-culture discourses, striptease became inevitably implicated in the politics of 
decolonization and nation-building. This will be further explicated in the next chapter.  
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The preliminary public reactions saw striptease crystallised as a cause for concern 
instead of mere entertainment. This final chapter explores how striptease further escalated into 
national agenda. While public discussions were initially multifocal, their participants found it 
increasingly expedient to align themselves with the nationalist and anti-colonial movements. 
This chapter examines how, and why the politicians, political activists and colonial authorities 
began intervening in public discussions over a commercialized entertainment. Striptease’s 
politicisation thus illuminates the dynamics between high politics and popular culture in post-
war Singapore.  
Striptease was politicized in three instances: when striptease regulation became part of 
anti-communist propaganda, when striptease was presented as threatening the independence 
struggle, and when moral authority was equated with the mandate to govern. Under the 
conflation of the anti-yellow and nationalist movements, striptease ceased being a mere social 
concern, but an obstacle to independence. Recognizing this, local politicians vying for populist 
appeal began staking claims in the controversy, especially when self-government loomed. The 
British belatedly acknowledged these socio-moral stakes, and took action to regulate striptease 
only after public pressure and the strategic need to undermine the left-wing movement. 
 
Nationalism and the anti-yellow movement 
The 1956 anti-yellow culture campaign represented the first and last, large-scale, anti-
striptease crusade. The anti-yellow movement’s early phase had experienced limited support as 
it was not only seen as a Chinese community affair, but was also spearheaded by student 
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activists and intellectuals. The 1956 campaign however dovetailed with the nationalist struggle, 
and became a rallying point for nationalistic forces. It also marked the institutionalisation of the 
striptease controversy, with a full-scale social movement arising to address the perceived 
threat.282 
When the anti-yellow movement first commenced in 1953, Xin Bao held the British 
indirectly responsible for the moral malaise, calling it a “product of the decadence of a colonial 
and bourgeois society”.283 As anti-colonial cries grew, the British were now accused of 
deliberately perpetuating ‘yellow’ culture and diverting locals away from national issues.284 In 
Chung Cheng High’s Student Union’s view, ‘yellow’ culture was ‘the colonizer’s clever tactic to 
numb the people’s healthy thoughts and destroy their fighting spirit’.285 By attributing ‘yellow’ 
culture to the British, and extending its socio-moral threat to the national level, advocates of the 
1956 campaign attempted to cut across ethno-cultural lines. The AYCC exhorted “the brethren 
of all communities” to support the campaign, thereby assisting Malaya’s development of “its 
own culture of which she can be proud of”.286 The fight against ‘yellow’ culture was no longer 
restricted to the Chinese community, but a national concern. 
Amidst these evolving understandings of ‘yellow’ culture, striptease became an 
extraneous threat to Malayan culture, notwithstanding the fact that it originated from localized 
Chinese entertainment. Striptease was now “yellow culture from the West”. A striptease fan 
who had written to Singapore Standard protesting against striptease’s persecution was accused 
by another reader of ‘Westernism’, which ‘contributes nothing to the building up of a strong 
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Malayan nation’.287 Even though the idea of a Malayan culture remained amorphous and 
disputed, the 1956 anti-yellow campaign saw further delineation between what was Malayan 
and not.  
Concomitantly, the nationalist movement subsumed nuanced understandings of ‘yellow’ 
culture. Perhaps to help broaden the campaign’s appeal and accommodate the “mixed bag of 
progressive agendas”, ‘yellow’ was increasingly equated with ‘sexy’ culture.288 One dimension of 
the 1953 anti-yellow movement was Chinese cultural anxieties in lieu of a perceived onslaught 
of Western hedonistic influences, but the 1956 campaign redirected attention on obscene 
materials. English newspapers publicized the campaign as the “big battle” against “sexy, 
pornographic literature and art”, while the AYCC’s first two resolutions were for a ban on 
striptease, pornographic films and literature.289 While concretizing ‘yellow’ culture was a 
primary concern during the movement’s earlier phase, anti-yellow rhetoric by 1956 focused on 
its repercussions for the nationalist struggle. This is best exemplified in an article published in 
Utusan Melayu in tandem with the AYCC’s inauguration rally on 19 August, which explained the 
campaign’s significance. It dissected the hazards of ‘yellow’ culture at various social levels, 
arguing that it caused the individual to “become a lavish spender” while “weaken[ing] and 
dissipate[ing] the opinion and spirit”, thus crippling the fight for independence.290  
Imbued with nationalist significance, the campaign now enjoyed broader support. Not 
only were trade union representatives in AYCC’s executive committee, politicians from the PAP 
and Labour Front publicly pledged support as well. Crucially, non-Chinese organizations were 
roped in for the first time in the anti-yellow movement. Aside from two Indian cultural 
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organizations, four Malay cultural groups and the Malay Women’s Association were in the 
committee, whereas the Malay Education Council and ASAS 50 sent representatives to attend 
AYCC’s first rally.291 The Inter-Religious Organization (IRO), which comprised of the major 
religious groups in Singapore, similarly approved the move towards a “cleaner and better 
Singapore”, and backed the AYCC’s public appeal for a ban on “indecent shows and films and the 
sale of sex and horror comics”.292 IRO’s support for the AYCC demonstrated how even religious 
organisations were recognizing that the anti-obscenity war was quintessential to the 
reconfiguration of Malayan identity, and were staking a claim in this process.  
Nevertheless, the British were convinced that the campaign was a communist 
conspiracy, and that the ‘healthy’ culture advocated was in reality “harmful communist 
propaganda”. The participation of Malay and Indian organizations also stoked fears of an 
expanding communist movement.293 Eager to prove his anti-communist credentials, Lim Yew 
Hock adopted the Special Branch’s recommendations to persecute alleged communist elements. 
On 19 September 1956, AYCC president Linda Chen was arrested along with six other suspected 
leftists, while the SWF was dissolved.294 The crackdown on left-wing, labour and student 
movements after the October Chinese middle schools riots broke the 1956 anti-yellow 
campaign. The larger anti-yellow movement went into slumber until revived under the PAP in 
1959. The vacuum left by the anti-yellow groups was filled by Anglophone politicians, including 
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the Labour Front, Liberal-Socialists, and finally the PAP in 1959, who took up the anti-obscenity 
call to engage Chinese mass politics.  
Although moribund by late September, the campaign’s welding of the anti-obscenity 
and nationalist movements had far-reaching ramifications. In November, Ven. Robin Woods, 
Archdeacon of Singapore, lashed out against striptease’s prevalence at “respectable 
restaurants”, which were becoming “fleshpots of sensuality”. He attributed the craze to a local 
dearth of good entertainment, which caused locals to pursue the “enjoyment of such crude 
entertainment”.295 Days later, the Malayan Christian Council backed the Archdeacon by writing 
to the Chief Ministers in Malaya and Singapore, calling for stringent regulations in the hotels and 
restaurants.296  
The Archdeacon’s remarks were significant as it was the first time a local Christian 
institution framed its anti-obscenity attack in terms of culture. Previous attacks were launched 
on the grounds of public morality, as evinced in the Legion of Decency by Penang Catholic 
leaders, which was unconcerned with “creed, but one of decency”.297 Both MCC and Anglican 
Church was affiliated with the IRO, and this affiliation may have sensitized the Christian 
organisations to how post-war popular culture was increasingly an arena for the contestations 
of power and moral authority.298 The Archdeacon’s call for churches to “provide healthy 
entertainment and to give the people plenty of opportunity[sic] for creative recreation” 
suggests the churches’ bid to enhance their public presence by becoming cultural arbiters, and 
guiding religiously-inclined, cultural expressions.299 Terence Chong explores how the Christian 
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Right claims leadership of public moral discourses in present-day Singapore in lieu of the state’s 
moral liberalization.300 This thesis adds a historical dimension to Chong’s research by 
demonstrating that Christian organizations engaged the post-war public sphere through aligning 
their arguments with nationalist discourses.  
Furthermore, the churches’ attacks marked the debate’s expansion to a new socio-
economic level, as the striptease targeted here was performed for and by a different social 
stratum from that persecuted by anti-yellow groups. The former was performed as floorshows 
in the comparatively exclusive spaces of hotels and restaurants, and were mainly performed by 
Europeans for an Anglophone clientele. Nonetheless, the churches were unsuccessful in 
pressuring these establishments to reform. Hotel and restaurant managers fought back, 
retorting that “this is show business” and “conservative religious people should stay out of this 
and mind their own business[sic]”.301 Topless shows and striptease continued until the 1990s in 
these exclusive spaces, including the Tropicana and Marco Polo nightclubs, Neptune theatre-
restaurant, and Mandarin Hotel, albeit in a more ‘tasteful’ form.302 Despite the rhetoric of 
forging a progressive, Malayan culture free from Western decadence, commercial interests won 
at the end of the day. As economic survival took precedence by the mid-1960s, Singapore 
became one of the rest and recreation (R &R) bases for US soldiers during the Vietnam War, the 
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Underlying Fissures  
Despite the 1956 anti-yellow campaign’s unprecedented scale, it nonetheless 
encountered resistance. Reflected in the English and Chinese presses, this dissension was 
underpinned by diverse concerns and cultural understandings that the PAP strove to supplant 
with a common Malayan culture.  
Anglophone dissenters failed to recognize the campaign’s anti-colonial undertones, 
resenting it as a sanctimonious persecution of harmless vices. Their protests built on notions of 
striptease being light entertainment, rather than a heinous sin. Dissenters were also horrified 
about the perceived curtailment of individual liberty. Unabashedly declaring himself “a very evil 
man”, one reader requested that “preachers” try “directing your energies to more useful 
purposes”, instead of forbidding others from indulging in activities that they themselves could 
not.304 Another argued that “Puritanism is as dangerous as Communism”, and cited examples of 
‘Puritans’, such as Cromwell, Hitler, Lenin, Stalin and Mao, whose “atrocities” committed “in the 
name of religion, morality and God’ were ‘greater harm than all its Rose Chans”.305 This 
emphasis on individual liberty and derision for authoritarian control likewise emerged in a 1959 
poll by the Malayan Undergrad on the PAP’s anti-yellow drive. The mouthpiece of the University 
of Malaya in Singapore Students’ Union had surveyed approximately two hundred students, and 
found that over seventy percent disagreed that “rock-n-roll and sentimental music” was 
“detrimental to the moral tone of a democratic socialist state”, while eighty percent rejected the 
idea that “moral standards should be the dictates of the Government and not the choice of the 
individual”.306 Not only did students disagree on Western culture’s corruptive influence, they 
also rejected what they saw as the state’s intrusive hand in curtailing individual liberty. The 
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contrasting cultural-nationalist visions from that of the Chinese-educated student and labour 
activists whom PAP was trying to court, ultimately cost the UMS student activists the leadership 
role in cultural nation-building.307 
On the other hand, Chinese mosquito papers evinced an entirely different range of 
negative reactions, which in turn attested to the post-war Chinese community’s heterogeneity. 
Qicai Bao argued against the campaign’s politicization, and blamed the moral malaise on the 
Japanese interregnum instead. It also urged anti-yellow groups to “examine one’s own 
conscience” and “objectively analyse the root of the problem” or risk disrupting the social 
order.308 A lone voice in the wilderness, this nonetheless underlined the competing nationalistic 
visions, where the socialist movement’s confrontational route was not wholeheartedly 
embraced among the Chinese-educated.  
Meanwhile, the mosquito press’s typical sensationalism and inter-rivalry continued. Tu 
quoque arguments were employed against rivals, with Ye Deng mocking an unnamed daily for 
featuring erotic advertisements despite declaring its anti-yellow stance. Making a pun on the 
anti-yellow campaign, Ye Deng’s cartoon depicted the accused newspaper as advocating the 
“peddling of sex campaign [贩色情运动]” instead.309 Anti-yellow proponents also suffered from 
moral lapses, with one purportedly frequenting striptease shows.310 Although the man’s identity 
was never disclosed, Shenghuo Bao berated him for “abandoning the aims of the anti-yellow 
movement” after his “initial enthusiasm [五分钟热度] worn off”.311 These exposes of hypocrisy 
could have been part of British anti-communist propaganda, as the British planned to “bring to 
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public attention that the Chinese Left Wing ‘mosquito’ press were[sic] the worst offenders for 
publishing obscene literature”.312  
Though mosquito newspapers claimed to be the “voice of conscience”, which exposed 
the wrongdoings of those perpetuating yellow culture, anti-yellow groups viewed the former as 
yellow culture perpetrators as well.313 Ironically, the mosquito press became complicit with the 
very socio-moral menace (yellow culture) that it actively manufactured striptease into. The 1956 
play ‘New Life (新生命)’ by anti-yellow playwright Huang Yi (黄毅) featured a character named 
Wen, a mosquito paper journalist who was an “unscrupulous hypocrite” that indulged in ‘yellow’ 
culture while professing support for the campaign.314 Although mosquito newspapers strove to 
sustain commercial interests amidst aligning themselves with dominant ideological currents, this 
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ultimately prove unsuccessful, as the same mosquito papers that professed to be anti-yellow 
culture were subsequently banned by the PAP for exploiting sex.315  
 
Striptease and the Battle for Hearts and minds 
The politicisation of striptease also saw the entertainment becoming an arena of 
contestation in the anti-communist war. The British had previously imposed regulations to 
mollify public criticisms, but the promulgation of the 1956 anti-yellow campaign stung the 
British into further tightening regulations. During a Council of Ministers meeting on 7 August 
1956, a security report on the campaign asserted: 
steps should be taken to prevent pro-Communists from monopolising criticism of 
pornographic literature and obscene cabaret shows. 
 
 
It also recommended that “police should tighten up still further on the licensing of cabaret 
shows”.316 This is illuminating of the British cultural offensive against communism, which not 
only manifested as anti-communist propaganda, but also the struggle for moral authority. 
Interpreting the campaign as a left-wing-orchestrated attempt at politicizing the striptease 
controversy, the British fought fire with fire by intensifying moral policing.  
Striptease advertisements were now prohibited from featuring pictures of scantily-clad 
women.317 A five-thousand-dollar deposit was slapped on one yanwutuan to ensure compliance 
with the rules.318 In a “get tough campaign against striptease”, Malayan and Singapore police 
came together in September 1956 to standardize regulatory policies, with the chief of Malaya’s 
Criminal Investigation Department telling the press that “it was at this time police really became 
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striptease conscious”. However, police also rejected an outright ban on striptease shows.319 
Meanwhile, the highly-publicized Operation Dagger was launched in July to weed out secret 
societies, narcotics, gambling and prostitution, thus demonstrating the police’s commitment to 
clean-up vice.320   
Nonetheless, British plans to wrest moral authority from left-wing groups were largely 
unsuccessful. Due to the lack of a comprehensive policy on obscenity as mentioned in Chapter 2, 
striptease was regulated in a reactionary and piecemeal fashion. Tie Bao reported Malacca’s 
Head of Special Branch, John Ritchie saying: 
unless there are clear laws differentiating between morally offensive and morally 
permissible striptease shows, the police cannot stop the strippers from performing.321 
 
Licensing conditions were imposed inconsistently, contingent on the police’s discretion in 
enforcement. For one, the police station in the area where the performance was held issued 
permits, and different divisions upheld varying standards. When Rose Chan first applied for a 
license to perform at New World, police from the Kandang Kerbau division prohibited her from 
appearing in sheer underwear or removing her skirt. However, police “relented” after her 
lawyer’s appeal, and imposed the same conditions that Chan was subjected to when performing 
at the Badminton Hall and Happy World, which were under the Geylang-Joo Chiat division.322 
The police’s arbitrariness in stipulating licensing conditions was most evident when they 
doubled as censors. Many yanwutuan thus sought police approval for their shows for fear of 
breaching the rules, even when advance previews were not mandatory.323 When previewing her 
March 1957 show at the Badminton Hall, the police forbade Chan from covering herself with 
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‘nothing but flowers’ as they were worried she “might get too excited and perhaps pluck one of 
the flowers and wave it at the audience”.324 Problems of arbitrariness were exacerbated when 
policemen themselves enjoyed striptease. As ex-policeman David Brent reminisced: 
It was my onerous duty to go and watch the show the first night which I found most 
entertaining. The audience was thrilled. But, it was my ‘regret’ to observe that the 
delightful young lovelies who graced the stage not only moved about but also did so 
with much enthusiasm and vigour!325 
 
Instead of proactively clamping down on striptease, the police depended on public reactions in 
determining when striptease transgressed social mores, as seen in how Peach Blossom 
yanwutuan was persecuted only after public complaints.326 Likewise, Singapore Magistrate 
Devereux-Coleburn revealed that police had ordered Chan to keep on her briefs only after public 
outrage.327 Changes in laws governing obscenity in public entertainment were only effected in 
the 1958 Public Entertainments Ordinance. This occurred under the larger Malayanisation of the 
bureaucracy, with the 1955 Committee on Local Government recommending that local 
authorities take over the regulation of public entertainment. The Ordinance expended the 
powers of the Licensing Officer, and added being ‘offensive’ to the list of reasons for refusing or 
revoking a license.328 
In response to the authorities’ inconsistent and lax enforcement, striptease detractors 
questioned British sincerity in stamping out immorality. The persistence of striptease and the 
strippers’ ease in manoeuvring around the rules led the Chinese-educated to believe that the 
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British were tacitly condoning striptease. Ex-student activist Han Tan Juan (韩山元) called British 
regulation “token gestures”, the forfeited deposits being in effect the yanwutuan’s “license 
fees”.329 A Straits Times report on Rose Chan forfeiting three hundred dollars in Johor, described 
the stripper as “swayed[ing] into the District court”, and leaving “in triumph with $700 of the 
$1,000 she deposited as surety”.330 While the article may have intended to sensationalize Chan’s 
court case, it depicted the stripper as being readily let off the hook. Nevertheless, the 
impression of the British “silently admitting that it was not the government’s responsibility to 
uphold culture and morals”, allowed the PAP to lay claim to moral legitimacy with its highly-
publicized 1959 anti-obscenity drive.331 
It did not help that strippers were ingenuous at circumventing the licensing conditions. 
When strippers were ordered to cover their genitals, Peach Blossom yanwutuan glued hair on 
flesh-coloured briefs to simulate nudity, whereas others minimized their briefs’ coverage.332 
Another rule was for strippers to remain immobile when topless on stage. The police had 
borrowed the metropole’s regulations on stage nudity, where a nude performer had to remain 
frozen à la tableau vivant (living picture).333 One of Rose Chan’s acts thus involved her dancing 
the ‘cha cha’ in nylon underwear among four stationary, semi-nude girls, who served as the 
backdrop.334 Counter-measures were also taken to avoid detection. A yanwutuan established a 
warning system, where a trusted employee kept watch for the police. A red-coloured light was 
flashed if one was sighted, while a green light was used to signal the performers if the coast was 
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clear. Then, strippers could abandon all caution and ignore the rules.335 These only cast further 
doubt on British efforts to police striptease.  
Furthermore, immigration policies unintentionally reaffirmed British culpability in 
Singapore’s moral degeneration. Chapter 3 has demonstrated how prejudices towards foreign, 
female entertainers resonated with resentment against colonial immigration policies. 
Assemblyman Lee Choon Eng’s conflation of striptease and the citizenship issue during a 
November 1956 Legislative Assembly meeting however represented an attempt to dabble in 
Chinese mass politics. Claiming how “immigration regulations were enforced was a great 
puzzlement to the Chinese community”, Lee asserted that ‘nightclub singers and striptease 
dancers’ obtained entry permits more easily than Chinese residents’ “aged parents”.336 Lee was 
clearly tapping on both the widespread Chinese belief that citizenship policies were anti-
Chinese, and suspicions of a colonial conspiracy to perpetuate ‘yellow’ culture. Rebutting Lee, 
the Singapore Immigration Department (SID) argued that immigration laws were fair, and that 
foreign entertainers provided “good entertainment”, improved local employment, and 
increased tax revenues.337 Nonetheless, Lee’s remarks won praise from the mosquito press, thus 
suggesting how a member of the Anglophone elite could gain a foothold into mass politics 
through positioning himself as speaking for Chinese concerns against the British. This was not 
Lee’s final word on striptease, as he would request for a striptease ban in April 1958, claiming 
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that it was a “moral threat to the people of Singapore”.338 More importantly, Lee was not the 
only English-educated elite to play the striptease card, as will be elaborated later in the chapter.  
In keeping with its sensationalist character, the mosquito press was more concerned 
with taking pot-shots at the British. While the pressing issues in the 1952 Feng Bao article were 
immigration policies and the influx of foreign entertainers, yanwutuan now became the straw 
man for anti-colonial attacks. Reporting on the exchanges between Lee and the Immigration 
Department, a Shenghuo Bao journalist retorted: 
Considering the strippers’ ease of entry, they should be imported en masse into 
Singapore and Malaya, thereby changing the respective moral climates. Not only would 
the pure indigenous culture degenerate, a sleazy atmosphere tainting youths would be 
created as well. I believe that the authorities would be at a loss for words then.339 
 
This hyperbolic suggestion parroted prevailing anti-colonial rhetoric that depicted the British as 
enemies to local culture.  
The perceived British leniency towards yanwutuan fuelled suspicions of a colonial plot 
to promote ‘yellow’ culture. When a concert by Sheng Hua Old Boys’ Association was banned for 
being “un-Malayan and pro-Communist”, the Singapore Chinese Middle Schools’ Graduates of 
1953 Arts Association (艺研会) denounced the ban on ‘healthy’ performances even as “the 
colonial authorities permitted the importation of yellow entertainment from aboard”.340 
Perhaps to prevent left-wing groups from acquiring more moral authority, British efforts to 
control yanwutuan were redouble. On top of rejecting the entry permits of Hong Kong 
yanwutuan, a rule stipulating that entertainment licenses were only issued to those performing 
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on a permanent basis was introduced in April 1958.341 This sounded the death knell for the 
itinerant yanwutuan. The regulation of foreign, female entertainers was even extended to 
nightlife establishments, where “fraternizing with customers” was prohibited during work hours 
“to safeguard the moral standards of entertainment”.342 Nonetheless, these belated efforts did 
little in boosting the British position in the struggle for moral legitimacy in the striptease arena.  
Ultimately, British regulation focused on keeping a public entertainment within the 
boundaries of decency. This targeted treatment was out of tune with that of anti-yellow groups, 
which saw striptease as indicative of larger socio-political malaise, and sought a fundamental 
overhaul of society. Striptease’s eradication, along with the promotion of ‘healthy’ cultural 
activities were seen as essential to social revolution. This was also the PAP’s approach in its anti-
‘yellow’ blitz.  
 
Striptease and political legitimacy  
Perhaps due to the tightening of striptease regulations and declining frequency of 
striptease performances, public commentaries lost their intensity after 1956. Moreover, rock-n-
roll began to supersede striptease as the new subject of controversy. The British were also 
clamping down on subversive and pornographic material under the amended 1958 Undesirable 
Publications Ordinance, with mosquito papers proscribed for obscenity.343 This effectively 
removed one of the main platforms that shaped and drove the striptease debates.  
Nonetheless, striptease had been firmly established as a nationalist concern. With self-
government looming, and the 1957 Citizenship Ordinance changing the voter demographics, 
courting the Chinese-educated became even more necessary. The Labour Front and PAP had 
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gained a head start at engaging in Chinese mass politics, evident from how both parties backed 
the AYCC and SWF’s call to arms against ‘yellow’ culture. Conversely, other Anglophone leaders 
were comparatively latecomers to harnessing grassroots support, and belatedly began political 
posturing over striptease, even at the risk of flogging a dead horse. 
Despite steering clear from the fray thus far, Anglophone politicians deployed the 
rhetoric of anti-yellow activists, and denounced striptease as detrimental to cultural nation-
building. The Labour Front had gained a head start when backing the AYCC and SWF’s call to 
arms against ‘yellow’ culture.344 During the Liberal-Socialist Party’s 1958 annual conference, a 
resolution was moved to “restrict the sale of immoral publications and display of striptease 
shows”.345 The Liberal-Socialist was a conservative party, an amalgamation of the Progressive 
Party and Democratic Party to oppose the Labour Front government.346 Earlier in the June 
legislative debates on the Public Entertainments Bill, Liberal-Socialist member John Ede charged 
the government for failing to outlaw striptease in “this very youthful community”.347 Lim Yew 
Hock also played the striptease card when officially denouncing striptease for the first time 
during the 1958 Chinese Teacher’s Day rally. Coincidentally, the rally was held in a hall at Happy 
World where a yanwutuan was performing nightly. A Straits Times photograph captured the 
irony of the situation, where provocative striptease advertisements were placed alongside the 
rally’s banner. This inspired Malayan artist Lim Mu Hue’s cartoon, which hyperbolized the visual 
irony. Perhaps to pre-empt potential criticism, Lim announced during the rally that striptease 
was “definitely not Chinese culture”, and that the advertisements were “wrong and should not 
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be allowed”.348 By delegitimizing striptease as Chinese culture, Lim not only demonstrated his 
concern with Chinese culture, but also made the striptease controversy a red herring for his 
negligence of Chinese socio-cultural concerns. Nonetheless, Lim’s efforts to establish his moral-
cultural credentials prove unrewarding, as his tenure was, and remains viewed as one marked 
by political and moral corruption. Recalling the “rampant” striptease shows in the 50s, one oral 
history interviewee attributed it to “official corruption and lax regulation during Lim Yew Hock’s 
time”.349 Rumours of Minister for Education Chew Swee Kee owning a getai further damaged 
the incumbent government’s credibility, which was already tarnished by corruption scandals, 
the leftist purge, and accusations of being a British stooge.350  
Meanwhile, David Marshall’s reception of Rose Chan when in Office became a political 
liability when challenging the PAP. During the 1961 legislative debates, Marshall alleged the 
Ministry of Culture of being PAP’s propaganda machinery, and that Minister of Culture S. 
Rajaratnam, “knows as much about culture as I [Marshall] know about sputniks”. He further 
argued that the PAP was using cultural nation-building for its own political agendas, and was 
destroying the different races’ organic cultures. Minister of Education Lee Khoon Choy retorted 
that “what David Marshall knew about culture was striptease culture”, which implicitly 
questioned the former’s moral credibility and hence, authority on cultural nation-building.351 
This was in reference to Marshall’s meeting with Chan during his last meet-the-people session as 
Chief Minister, during which she sought help in revoking the ban on her performances. Both 
English and Chinese press had a field day, with Tie Bao lauding Marshall for being courteous and 
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not putting “on the airs of an official”.352 His hospitality even became a reference for the code of 
official conduct towards female entertainers. When Legislative Assemblymen “snub[ed]” 
invitations to attend the Singapore Dance Hostess Association’s anniversary party, dance 
hostesses compared the Assemblymen’s “snooty[ness]” and “ungallant” behaviour to Marshall, 
who was “nice to Rose Chan”.353 Although Chan was unsuccessful in having her ban revoked 
despite Marshall’s intercession, it was politically incriminating for Marshall to have had 
entertained the requests of a stripper. The fact that Marshall represented Chan in court when 
the latter was arrested for her striptease acts during December 1953 also did not help 
Marshall’s moral credentials.354 Nonetheless, Marshall defended himself against Lee Khoon 
Choy, stating that Chan was “decently dressed”, and that she had seen him in his “official 
capacity in the presence of reporters and his staff”. Turning the striptease reference back onto 
the PAP, Marshall accused the former of being “guilty of striptease culture”, as details of the 
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merger plan were revealed “veil by veil”.355 At its highest level of abstraction within the political 
battlefield, striptease became a political metaphor.  
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Figure 23: Straits Times article on Marshall’s meeting with Rose 
Chan.  





Figure 24: Straits 
Times article on 
Lim Yew Hock’s 
condemnation of 
striptease during 
the 1958 Chinese 
Teachers’ Day 
Rally. 




Figure 25: Lim Mu Hue’s cartoon 
“Celebrating Teachers’ Day” (which is 
based on the photograph shown 
above). 
(Source: NUS Museum, South and 
South East Asian Collection). 
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Enter the PAP  
This was the “heady ideological atmosphere”, as Yao Souchou puts it, that the PAP 
found itself against.356 As the arbitration of popular culture became inextricable from nationalist 
movements, it transformed into a contested site for the jockeying of power. It was evident that 
the PAP managed to navigate this politicization of popular culture; with support from the 
Chinese-educated, left-wing leaders, the PAP achieved undisputed victory at the 1959 general 
elections, securing forty-three out of the fifty-one contested seats.357  
The PAP’s rise to power was a turning point in that the public sphere now fell under the 
new government’s hegemony. Much has been written on the PAP government’s strategies in 
concretizing its dominance. Terence Chong opines that the PAP’s self-styling as a morally-
conservative state forestalled the participation of the Christian Right in debates on morality.358 
Similarly, Koh Tai Ann has elaborated at length on how the PAP government retained control 
and initiative in the cultural sphere, with the co-option and establishment of bureaucratic 
apparatus to “institutionalize its own cultural hegemony”. For instance, the Ministry of Culture 
was created to monitor cultural activities and implement official cultural policies.359 This was 
accompanied by the state aggressively leading cultural production, and dictating what was 
legitimate. Orthodox recreation was actively promoted, the most famous of which being the 
Aneka Ragam Rakyat (People’s Cultural Concerts), a series of open-air concerts promoting the 
cultural appreciation of various ethnicities.360 
                                                 
356 Yao, State and the culture of excess, pg.55.  
357 Turnbull, A modern history of Singapore, pg.271.  
358 Chong, “Filling the Moral Void”, pp.572-573.  
359 Koh Tai Ann, “Culture and the arts”, in Management of success: the moulding of modern Singapore, ed. 
Kernial Singh Sandhu, Paul Wheatley (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1989), pp.710-748.    
360 Irene Ng, The Singapore lion: a biography of S. Rajaratnam. Singapore: ISEAS, 2010), pp.321-325; 
Valerie Chew, “Aneka Ragam Ra’ayat”, Singapore Infopedia, 2008, 
<http://infopedia.nl.sg/articles/SIP_1380_2008-11-22.html>, accessed 23rd January 2013.  
109 
 
Significantly, this ascension to power was achieved through capitalizing on extant 
politicization of cultural-moral discourses. Writings on the PAP’s anti-yellow drive have cast PAP 
as the main character. Mark Frost and Yu-Mei Balasingamchow marvel at the PAP’s “puritanical 
zeal”, whereas Edwin Lee rendered it a tactical manoeuvre when facing off the “holier-than-
thou” attitudes of “pro-Communists”.361 However, this thesis de-centres the PAP from the 1950s 
moral reformation. The purported moral austerity was not the sole purview of Chinese-
educated leftists, as Anglophone politicians were also aware of the political stakes underpinning 
public debates on moral-cultural issues, and attempted to prove their moral credentials as well. 
Rather than as trailblazers, the PAP can be seen as riding on the bandwagon of moral-cultural 
politics, and then seeking to control it.  
The anti-yellow drive was indeed a “conscious effort to style the PAP as a righteous and 
incorruptible force”.362 Unlike Marshall, who was willing to entertain Rose Chan, the PAP was 
careful to maintain a morally-irreproachable image. When striptease was banned, members of 
Chan’s Plum Blossom yanwutuan, “led by a pretty young girl, waited…outside City Hall to 
appeal…but could not see the Prime Minister”.363 The anti-yellow drive was justified in relation 
to the previous governments’ moral-cultural impotence. Explaining the crackdown on jukebox 
and pintable salons in a Radio Singapore broadcast, Minister of Home Affairs Ong Pang Boon 
asserted that “the colonial government only moved against politically seditious material, but 
allowed those that corrupted the people’s thoughts and morals to flood the market”.364 The new 
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government on the other hand was not as tolerant.365 It was evident that the PAP succeeded in 
marshalling the discourses on morals and culture, as community leaders in Malaya hailed the 
former’s clean-up campaign, with one Federal Legislative Council member commenting that 
“the Federation could do no better than emulate Singapore’s commendable lead towards saving 
youths from moral danger”.366 
The PAP’s clean-up of striptease was neither unprecedented nor revolutionary, as it 
utilized the same colonial regulatory apparatus. The police remained the main regulatory body, 
rejecting or withdrawing licenses for striptease shows. Plum Blossom yanwutuan, which had 
been performing at Great World amusement park, had its license revoked.367 The crackdown on 
mosquito papers also intensified, thus decimating the industry that helped sustain the striptease 
scene. Crucially, the PAP also stopped short of introducing legislation to criminalize striptease, 
which concurred with the British’s policy to control the limits of public entertainment instead of 
an outright ban. This suggests that the outwardly hard-line Puritanism belied a pragmatic stance 
towards popular entertainment, especially since striptease resurfaced few years later. Another 
possibility was that S. Rajaratnam exerted a moderating influence on the anti-yellow campaign. 
Professing to be “liberal about what they [the Chinese-educated politicians] considered yellow”, 
the Minister of Culture published a joint report with Goh Keng Swee in August 1961, cautioning 
against “impose[ing] on the community the particular prejudice or feelings of prudery of 
individuals”.368  
What significantly differed was how the new government monopolized all public 
discourses, including the public outrage over striptease. The political milieu under colonial rule 
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had provided the breathing space for discordance in the striptease controversy. While striptease 
was already fading as a subject of public scrutiny by 1959, the new government’s domination of 
the public sphere was the final nail in the coffin; tensions over culture, nationalism, gender, anti-
foreign sentiments, which provided a fertile seedbed for striptease to spiral into hot-button 
status, were streamlined according to official rhetoric. PAP’s own party organ, Petir, became a 
site for Chinese intellectuals to engage in discussions on Malayan culture. Meanwhile, the PAP 
expanded ‘yellow’ culture to include jukeboxes, rock ‘n’ roll music, and pintable salons  
embodiments of Western decadent culture when the 1956 campaign had concentrated on ‘sexy’ 
culture. Yao Souchou explains that this mobilized the masses against an imagined Western 
Other, which allowed the Malayan identity to be defined against.369 Alternative cultural 
interpretations were also neutralized. Ong Chang Sam complained about the banning of some 
Chinese publications and plays during the 1961 legislative assembly debates, but Lee Khoon 
Choy justified the ban on the grounds that they were “communist”, and undesirable “in this 
multi-racial society of ours”.370 Although the 1959 anti-yellow drive similarly met with resistance 
as with the 1956 anti-yellow campaign, the PAP jealously guarded the right to speak in public 
discussions, as seen in the swift reprisal against D.J. Enright. The UMS Professor had scoffed at 
the top-down approach towards culture, but the new government responded by disqualifying 
the ‘alien’ from participating in ‘local politics’.371 In sum, cultural production could only occur 
within state-sanctioned parameters, while those that fell outside official rhetoric were 
delegitimized. Rather than merely “outflanking the communists”, the anti-yellow drive laid the 
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foundations for state dominance in the public discursive sphere.372 The result was a “sanitized” 
public sphere where exchanges occurred within state-sanctioned parameters.373 
 The political leadership’s shifting priorities during different phases of nation-building 
redefined their policy towards striptease. Under the ‘survival’ ethos, economic pragmatism 
came to be the guiding principle for state policies.374 Partly to cater to American soldiers 
engaged in the Vietnam War and adapt to changing global economic realities, striptease 
however re-emerged in nightclubs by the mid-1960s, a few clandestine whereas others were 
legal entertainment. The shows were nonetheless a pale shadow of their former selves, while 
the nightclubs’ inaccessibility rendered the shows less conspicuous than when performed at the 
getai in the Worlds. Concomitantly, getai lost its appeal as popular entertainment, finally dying a 
natural death. When the PAP took over in 1959, there were only two getai left.375 The decline of 
striptease as getai entertainment was in part due to state regulation, but also stemmed from 
changing tastes in popular entertainment consumption. Singapore regained its reputation as the 
‘Sin City of the East’ by 1970 when it had served as a moral exemplar for Malaya with its anti-
yellow drive a decade ago. Rejecting plans for Alor Star to develop into a tourist centre, a local 
UMNO Wanita member asked: 
Do we want striptease in Alor Star? Do we want the vulgar life-style of parts of 
Singapore, Penang and Kuala Lumpur? Do we want our menfolk[sic] to be mesmerized 
by the meretricious values of sophisticated entertainment? Our children corrupted by 
the decadence of the West?376 
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In this case, Singapore represented urban decay and Western decadence  the same twin evils 
targeted in its anti-yellow drive.  
Nonetheless, aside from a rare complaint in 1971, striptease’s re-emergence went 
unchallenged. The reader wrote in to Straits Times, requesting the Ministry of Culture to ban 
erotic shows in nightspots, where youngsters were indulging in “shocking activities” that were 
“more daring than strip teasers[sic]”.377  Nonetheless, this complain elicited muted public and 
government response. Likewise, the People’s Front’s attempts to play the moral-cultural card 
during the 1972 elections failed to mobilise public sentiments, with the PAP sweeping all the 
parliamentary seats. The former had accused the PAP encouraging ‘yellow’ culture by allowing 
the establishment of bars ‘in the name of promoting tourism’.378 The discourses of morality and 
culture had evidently lost their potency as political stakes. Although it was politically-expedient 
in the 1950s to articulate a morally-conservative stance amidst the politicization of moral-
cultural discourses, economic success and social reform now granted the mandate to rule.  
  
Conclusion   
This chapter continues from Chapter 3 in examining how striptease was embroiled in 
the politics of nation-building and decolonization, thus blurring the lines between high politics 
and popular culture.  
 Contrary to the stereotype of colonizer as zealous social reformer, colonial authorities 
evinced more liberal attitudes than certain segments of local community. Initially ignoring getai 
entertainment, colonial authorities were forced to intervene, first in response to the public 
outcry, and then during the battle for the hearts and minds. The study of a risqué entertainment 
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thus grants new insights to the agency of the ground vis-à-vis that of the colonial authorities in 
shaping the developments of post-war Singapore.  
This chapter also puts the PAP’s purging of ‘yellow’ culture into perspective. Given the 
high political stakes underpinning moral and cultural discourses in the 1950s, the 1959 anti-
yellow drive can be interpreted as a political manoeuvre for moral legitimacy. While the PAP 
embarked on a “revolution of the spirit”, it also recast itself as a radical break from previous 
regimes, and the leader of this revolution.379 Underscoring the “volatility” or temporal nature of 
moral panics, the subsiding of the striptease menace can be explained by the PAP government’s 
hegemony in the public sphere when it came to power;  with public discourses centralized, and 
the ruling elite’s attention re-orienting on economic survival instead of cultural nation-building, 
striptease’s continuation no longer “tap[ed] deeper societal concerns”, thus failing to trigger 
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Relegated to ‘yellow culture’ in revisionist Singapore historiography on the politically-
marginalized, compounded with academic disregard for popular entertainment as a legitimate 
source of knowledge, 1950s striptease has hitherto been undocumented. Moreover, the politics 
of national-building and decolonization have been primarily assessed through the ruling elites’ 
perspectives and their political activities.381 This thesis redirects attention to the social arena, 
charting the transformation of a commercial entertainment into a battleground where mass and 
high politics played out. Located at the interface between political and social history, the story 
of what may appear today as petty overreactions to a commercial entertainment, affords fresh 
insights to post-war schisms.  
Furthermore, the issues of culture, morality and gender that surfaced in the public 
frenzy over 1950s striptease retain contemporary relevance. The heated public and ministerial 
exchanges over Crazy Horse Paris demonstrate that erotic entertainment remains contested, 
albeit for different reasons. The legalization of casinos and gambling, another controversial 
recreation, also provoked widespread criticism. Rather than reduce these responses to ‘the 
conservative, moralistic, and parochial tendencies that were widely engineered by the 
government’, Terence Chong interrogates the Christian Right’s responses, contending that the 
latter were generating moral panics to assert their influence on public discourse and policy-
making.382 Similar explorations of moral panics over entertainment could benefit from the 
historical perspectives granted by striptease in 1950s Singapore. 
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The study of striptease’s historical trajectory first necessitates a clearer picture of the 
getai scene, especially considering common confusion between cabaret and getai, as well as 
getai’s contemporary associations with the Hungry Ghost Festival. Chapter 1 thus contributes to 
the emergent body of literature on post-war popular culture by detailing the getai scene.  
Developing outside the British-directed project to foster a unifying Malayan culture, 
striptease as getai entertainment was an ‘organic configuration of diverse sources’.383 
Historically situated at global trading and cultural crossroads, Singapore was exposed to 
multifarious cosmopolitan influences. Of note is pre-world war Shanghai gewutuan, which 
became the basis for 1950s getai. Colonial modernity and consumerism also laid the 
foundations for the commodification of mass, urban entertainment in post-war Singapore.384 
Concomitantly, the booming Malayan economy during the Korean War bolstered the locals’ 
abilities and willingness to consume. These provided a conducive environment for getai’s 
emergence and growth as a wildly-popular, local entertainment. Impelled by profit motives, 
getai resorted to programmes that exploited female sexuality, finally culminating in striptease. 
The erotic turn was not unique to getai, but was symptomatic of the growing sexualisation of 
women around the world after World War Two.  
Despite originating from a localized entertainment, striptease spiralled into an alien 
cultural form amidst the socio-political upheavals of post-war Singapore. The print media’s 
sensationalist depiction of striptease framed opinions of the entertainment. With public concern 
aroused, people began identifying striptease as representative of a wider social malaise. These 
claims further resonated with simmering social tensions such as a perceived youth crisis, 
anxieties over Western decadent culture, the independence struggle, and growing public 
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visibility of women, thereby amplifying and establishing striptease’s status as hot-button 
issue.385 Nonetheless, public discourses were funnelled as the nationalist movement gained 
momentum; interest groups lacking socio-cultural capital were barricaded from legitimate 
cultural production and alternative viewpoints undermined. Although Malayan culture was ‘up 
for grabs’, it was certainly not free-for-all.386 Even though Malayan identity had yet to crystallize 
by the 1956 anti-yellow campaign, a few dominant ideological strands had emerged, namely the 
rejection of ‘unhealthy’ or ‘Western’ influences. Claims of striptease’s risks accordingly acquired 
nationalist overtones, thereby transforming striptease into a threat to the nascent nation.  
The conventional focus on ruling elites gives the British and political parties undue 
agency in shaping post-war developments. The contestations over striptease reveal a thriving 
public sphere, which constituted a potent force that colonial authorities and politicians making a 
bid for power grudgingly recognized. Contrary to the passive image of the non-elites, the 
participants were raucous, their claims and counter-claims reflecting disparate socio-cultural 
understandings.  
Undergirding this cacophony was that the moral panic was a forum for the articulation 
of multiple agendas. The communities involved were in a ‘simultaneously privileged and 
subordinated’ position, where ‘an even more subordinated group’ was used ‘as a metaphor 
through which to articulate their own subordination’.387 Thus, the striptease controversy grants 
more nuanced understandings of the post-war power dynamics among non-ruling elites.  
Participants experienced various forms and degrees of oppression, with some further 
subordinating others. Crucially, striptease and strippers constituted the ‘even more subordinate 
group’ for participants to express their grievances. Ostracized by Chinese intellectuals and 
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student activists, who in turn chafed under colonial rule, getai artistes fought to improve their 
statuses via producing ‘healthy’ culture and disavowing striptease. Women activists sought to 
alleviate women’s oppression by spearheading the anti-striptease crusade, but were ultimately 
subordinated to the authoritarian male voice. Cast as the ‘folk devil’, strippers were 
continuously essentialised and marginalised, thus constituting the ‘bearer of all societal 
anxieties’.388  
The contestation of claims over striptease can also be approached using the 
‘Bourdieusian analysis’ posited by Terence Chong to better localise the study of moral panics 
within a Southeast Asian framework. According to the analysis, social groups use claims-making 
to disguise their extension of power to other socio-political fields. As this extension requires 
conversion of cultural capital to one that is privileged in the new field, interest groups engage in 
‘moral misrecognition’, where their symbolic and cultural capital are asserted in the form of 
claims of a threat.389 This is evident from how the Chinese intellectuals and student activists 
disguised anti-colonial and Chinese socio-cultural concerns using accusations of British 
perpetuation of striptease. Likewise, women activists initiated the anti-striptease crusade 
crusade in the name of defending the feminist and nationalist movements, thereby raising their 
public profile. Even the mosquito press couched its bid for cultural capital in attacks against 
striptease. The varying claims made about striptease thus belie attempts by various social 
groups to assert their interests in the public sphere. Although at odds to popular demand for 
striptease, the ‘moral misrecognition’ was undeniably successful as they tapped into prevailing 
socio-political concerns of nationalism and culture.  
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At the heart of striptease’s rise and decline were tensions between the nationalist 
conception of culture as a ‘vehicle of collective enablement’, and another than emphasized 
consumerism, urbanization and colonial modernist influences.390 The latter influences were 
most apparent from the Anglophone voice that challenged the existence of a striptease threat, 
was indulgent towards striptease and resented attempts to control individual taste. Chinese 
newspapers likewise recognized the popular demand for striptease, but were caught between 
divergent cultural understandings. This does not imply that Asian and Western cultural 
understandings were antithetical, as colonialists and nationalists were on the same page when 
distinguishing between ‘popular’ and ‘national’ culture. What differed was how nationalists saw 
the domestication of popular culture as instrumental to full-scale social revolution. ‘Plebeian 
tastes’ were however beneath notice under the British-led, Malayan cultural renaissance, which 
rested on the cultures of the Asian middle class.391  
Under the intertwining of nationalist and anti-colonialist struggles, culture was to be 
harnessed as a nation-building resource. As Rajaratnam asserts in September 1960, ‘We do not 
regard culture as the opium of the intellectuals or as something to tickle the fancies of 
gentlemen or gentlewomen. For us the creation of a Malayan culture is a matter of politics… 
[and] nation-building’.392 Concomitantly, mass politics’ onset encouraged politicians to endorse 
these strains of nationalism. In light of this, the seeming contrasts between Lee Kuan Yew’s 
tolerance of Crazy Horse Paris, and PAP’s 1959 persecution of yellow culture, are undergirded by 
a common principle of pragmatism. It was politically expedient to eschew striptease in the 
1950s, as Western hedonistic influences were deemed anathema to the creation of national 
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identity, while the mandate to rule was contingent on socio-moral legitimacy. However, 
globalization demands and economic interests now rendered the sanctioning of erotic 
entertainment, especially in the form of ‘high’ culture, increasingly plausible.  
Ultimately, the demise of 1950s striptease underline the scope and intrusiveness of 
nationalist forces, which penetrated everyday life, even as the consumption of commercial 
entertainment grew increasingly privatised.393 Colonial society initially provided the space for 
striptease to flourish as popular entertainment. However, the exigencies of nation-building and 
decolonization redefined cultural understandings, finally resulting in the delegitimizing of a 
popular entertainment. This puts into perspective the PAP government’s 1960s culturalist 
policies. A national identity predicated on industrial modernity was advocated, thereby exerting 
a universalizing influence on the diverse local cultures.394 The striptease controversy 
demonstrate how the state’s socio-cultural engineering had roots in the 1950s struggle for a 
national soul, with popular, colonial modernity being the first to be cast away. 
 
Epilogue 
While the PAP’s anti-yellow purge brought down the curtains on striptease as 1950s 
getai entertainment, it nonetheless lives on in social memory in the form of nostalgia for a pre-
independence or pre-modernization past. When filmmaker Eric Khoo announced plans for a 
biopic of stripper Rose Chan, the public responded with an outpouring of nostalgic 
reminiscences and renewed interest in 1950s entertainment. Lianhe Wanbao published a series 
of articles on Chan’s life story, and recollections of personal encounters with the stripper.395 The 
                                                 
393 Chan and Yung, “Chinese Entertainment, Ethnicity, and Pleasure”, pg 138. 
394 C. J. Wan-Ling Wee, The Asian Modern: Culture, Capitalist Development, Singapore (Hong Kong: HKU 
Press, 2007), pg.101. 




local striptease scene and strippers have also inspired local theatre and film, the most famous 
being musical ‘Beauty World’. To commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of local Mandarin 
drama, MediaCorp produced drama series Joys of Life (花样人间), which recreates the trials and 
tribulations faced by 1950s getai, including the challenges posed by striptease.396 Rose Chan was 
even invoked for a promotional bus-stop poster during the 2006 Explore Singapore! Campaign. 
Jointly organized by the National Heritage Board, National Library Board and Media 
Development Authority, the campaign intended to “sparking[sic] a national passion to 
rediscover Singapore”.397 An embodiment of Western decadence in the 1950s, Chan is now 
sanitized for public consumption in the form of a publicity icon for Singapore history. This is a 
noteworthy topic for another study.  
Sceptics may perceive these celebrations of the past as a quest for alternative 
impressions of the past beyond the official narrative of a nation’s progress.398 However, these 
celebrations are more of ‘antidote[s]’ to present ‘disillusionment[s] of reality’, rather than 
acknowledgments of the complex historical realities, such as those explicated in this thesis. 
Beauty World incorporates contemporary references and icons of the past to create a 
‘performative imitation’ of an imagined past, thus satiating the audience’s desire for an 
authentic origin.399 Notwithstanding the therapeutic effects of nostalgia and glamour, it is 
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comforting that the local arts scene has begun looking inwards for material and inspiration, 
which may ‘breathe life into the forgotten histories of the city-state’.400 
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